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ABSTRACT
Kaleta, Micki Y. The University of Memphis. September 2021. The Impact of
Forced Migration on the Antebellum Enslaved Family on the Cotton Frontier. Major
Professor: Susan O’Donovan.

This dissertation examines the movement of enslaved people in the antebellum
United States from the Upper South to the cotton frontier of the Deep South and the
impact that forced relocation had on family formation over time. This move took an
entire generation of slaves and artificially placed them together, often with little thought
of their desires or needs. Slaves, typically young and strong of back wherein to manage
the extreme labor demands of cotton cultivation, often did not have the benefit of older
family members with which to learn and gain generational knowledge in the early years
of the establishment of the cotton frontier. They strove to build new lives of their own
design, lives that met their needs of physical, social, and emotional survival. This
building and rebuilding of families, often numerous times, resulted in a multiplicity of
familial structures, structures which endured growing pains and conflicts and acted as a
first line of defense against the ravages of slavery. After emancipation, this building and
reclaiming of family became a hallmark of freedpeoples’ lives. In mining multiple firstperson slave accounts, newspapers, legal records, plantation diaries, and personal letters,
this dissertation asserts that the enslaved and later freed families of the Deep South did
not always conform to rigid social boundaries and norms. They fought through
extraordinary trauma and circumstances, separations and sales, to restore families and
often to build something entirely new, a family built of their own intention. What
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emerges is a story of family fluidity, one with far-reaching implications, even into current
political and social debates on what the family is in the U.S.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

In 1805, Charles Ball, an enslaved black Marylander, was plucked out of his
home by a growing demand for labor on Deep South plantations. Like many hundreds of
thousands of black Americans, Ball left behind a family, and like all those other slaves
who were likewise caught up and forcibly relocated by what some scholars have dubbed
the Cotton Revolution, Ball was thrust by his new master into a new family that bore
little resemblance to his biological family in Maryland. Instead of surrounding himself
with a wife and several of their children, Ball found himself housed with a family of
strangers, people into whose domestic circle his new master had assigned him. He came
to call this new group family and his people. This domestic group functioned as a means
of physical, social, and emotional survival. He wrote of the reciprocal relationship
between himself and his new circle of people explaining, “I would bring all my earnings
into the family stock, provided I might be treated as one of its members and be allowed a
portion of the proceeds of their patch or garden.”1
Though Ball grafted himself into a new domestic order, his Deep South family did
not replace the one left behind in Maryland. Ball often poignantly recalled moments he
shared with his wife and children in the Upper South while in his new dwelling
explaining, “My soul fled back upon the wings of fancy to my wife's lowly dwelling in
Maryland.”2 These moments reminded him of family far away, of his loneliness and loss.

1

Charles Ball and Fisher, Fifty Years in Chains (New York: H. Dayton, 1859), 192-193.

2

Ball and Fisher, Fifty Years in Chains, 192.
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It is difficult to ascertain with certainty if he favored one familial group over another, but
his descriptions display how forced migration complicated slaves’ understandings of
what the word family truly meant, how family was not broken and begun anew, but
rather, accumulated.

The discussion of the forced relocation of enslaved families truly revolves around
the growth of cotton cultivation and trade within the U.S. in the early years of the 19th
century. Recent historical studies track the movement of enslaved laborers into the cotton
frontier in the antebellum era, as the cultivation of the crop required a specific laboring
demographic to be successful. Historian, Susan O’Donovan, speaks to the specific nature
of cotton’s labor needs writing, “Cotton on the new ground was a finicky consumer of
labor, with a special appetite for the fit and the fertile.”3 Between 1800 and the eve of the
Civil War, nearly 1,000,000 black men, women, and children were transported by owners
and traders from the older and upper eastern seaboard states of the Chesapeake to Deep
South plantations to fill the insatiable demand for a strong and renewable labor force.
Historian, Michael Tadman, estimates that approximately 155,000 slaves were forcibly
relocated from 1820-1829, 285,000 slaves were forcibly relocated from 1830-1839,
184,000 slaves were forcibly relocated from 1840-1849, and 251,000 slaves were forcibly
relocated from 1850-1859.4 Historian, Steven Deyle explains that the forced migration of
3
Susan E. O'Donovan, Becoming Free in the Cotton South (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2007), 18.
4

See Table 6.1 in Michael Tadman, "The Interregional Slave Trade in the History and MythMaking of the U.S. South," in The Chattel Principle: Internal Slave Trades in the Americas, by Walter
Johnson (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 120. More information about the demographic
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slaves “mirrored the general economic conditions of the South: it took off with the
prosperity of the 1820s, mushroomed during the 1830s, only to decrease somewhat in the
early 1840s following the Panic of 1837, and escalated again in the late 1840s and
1850s.”5 The greater part of this slave labor force was between the ages of 15 and 30, the
prime years for human labor and reproductive capability.6 Damien Pargas additionally
writes of the nature of labor required for cotton cultivation and how those requirements
impacted slaves in the cotton South.78
Historians have made considerable headway establishing the practical impact of
this vast migration on those family members left behind when enslaved people were

make-up and specific numbers of slaves transported in the domestic slave trade between the years of 18201859 can be found in: Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: The Domestic Slave Trade in American Life (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), Appendix A and Appendix B.
5

Deyle, Carry Me Back, 283.

6

See Herbert G. Gutman, The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom, 1750-1925 (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1976), 144; Steven Deyle, Carry Me, 4; Calvin Schermerhorn, "The Everyday Life of
Enslaved People in the Antebellum South," OAH Magazine of History, April 2009.
7
Damien Pargas, Slavery and Forced Migration in the Antebellum South (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2014).
8

There existed marked differences in the age and gendered divisions of labor on the cotton
frontier which impacted the enslaved family as compared to the labor practices on the Eastern Seaboard.
Extensive work stands completed on the labor demands of tobacco and rice cultivation on the Eastern
Seaboard. Representative Works include Ira Berlin. Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of
Slavery in North America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); T. H. Breen and Stephen
Innes, "Myne Owne Ground": Race and Freedom on Virginia's Eastern Shore, 1640-1676 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1980); T. H. Breen, Tobacco Culture: The Mentality of the Great Tidewater
Planters on the Eve of Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985); Judith Ann.
Carney, Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2001); Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves: The Development of Southern Cultures in the
Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture,
Williamsburg, Virginia by the University of North Carolina Press, 1986); Daniel C. Littlefield, Rice and
Slaves: Ethnicity and the Slave Trade in Colonial South Carolina (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1981); Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the Eighteenth-Century
Chesapeake and Lowcountry (Chapel Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American
History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the University of North Carolina Press, 1998); David O.
Percy, The Production of Tobacco Along the Colonial Potomac (Accokeek, MD: Accokeek Foundation,
1979).

3

forcibly migrated. Slaves in the Upper South built incredibly stable families despite the
constant threat of potential sale, though those domestic units took different forms. For
example, Anne Patton Malone and Brenda Stevenson offer strong evidence that one
parent and single person households were common and widely accepted as the norm.9
Newer studies note how notions of familial functionality changed due to the separation of
family members and ask new questions about the enslaved family and community. 10
Some of these historians such as Edward Baptist, Stephanie Camp, Ira Berlin, Steven
Deyle, and Damien Pargas, to name a few representative authors, illuminate the changing
nature of slavery, and how slave families and communities adapted to the particular
circumstances that surrounded it. These studies offer a much-needed revision to the
relatively monolithic views of the slave family written on by the likes of John
Blassingame, Eugene Genovese, and Herbert Gutman. It is important to note that Herbert
Gutman and John Blassingame wrote of the stability of the slave family comprised as
solid two-parent households in direct response to the controversial Moynihan Report.
This report from the Department of Labor characterized the black family as lacking a
solid nuclear family base and explained that black poverty directly resulted from absentee
fathers, charting this occurrence back to the days of slavery.

9
Ann Patton-Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in Nineteenthcentury Louisiana (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in
Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).
10

Representative works include Edward E. Baptist and Stephanie M. H. Camp, New Studies in the
History of Slavery (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006); Ira Berlin, Many Thousands Gone: The
First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1998); Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: The Domestic Slave Trade in American Life (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2005); Wilma A. Dunaway, The African-American Family in Slavery and
Emancipation (New York: Maison Des Sciences De L'homme/Cambridge University Press, 2003; Marvin
L. Michael Kay and Lorin Lee Cary, Slavery in North Carolina, 1748-1775 (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1995), Damien Pargas, Slavery and Forced Migration in the Antebellum South (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

4

Other historic studies discuss the overarching experiences of slaves on the cotton
frontier, but they do not uncover the nuanced realities of slaves’ families, their social
networks, and how they utilized these networks as mechanisms of survival. Some these
studies include works by Ira Berlin, Susan O’Donovan, Donald P. McNeilly, Damian
Pargas, Edward Baptist, and Steven Miller. Though excellent and needed works in the
field, the lives of families specifically do not drive the narratives.11
In addition, recent literature by historians such as David S. Cecelski, Calvin
Schermerhorn and Brenda Stevenson point to how slaves in the Upper South utilized
economic opportunities to solidify their domestic households.12 Schermerhorn writes, “In
the Chesapeake and coastal North Carolina, new employments for enslaved people in
growing urban areas and in transportation trades held out opportunities for them to
develop strategies keeping vulnerable family members out of the coffles into which their
friends and relatives regularly disappeared.”13 David Ciesielski writes of slaves utilizing
opportunities as waterman in North Carolina to earn extra privileges and wages. It was in

11

Ira Berlin, Generations of Captivity: A History of African-American Slaves (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2003), Susan E. O'Donovan, Becoming Free in the Cotton South (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), Donald P. MacNeilly, The Old South Frontier: Cotton Plantations
and the Formation of Arkansas Society, 1819-1861 (Fayetteville: Univ. of Arkansas Press, 2000), Damien
Pargas, Slavery and Forced Migration in the Antebellum South (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2014), Edward E. Baptist, Creating an Old South: Middle Florida's Plantation Frontier before the Civil
War (United States: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003), Steven F. Miller, “Plantation Labor
Organization and Slave Life on the Cotton Frontier: The Alabama-Mississippi Black Belt, 1815-1840,” in
Cultivation and Culture: Labor and the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas, ed. Ira Berlin and Phillip D.
Morgan (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993), pp. 155-169.
12

Representative works include David S. Cecelski, The Waterman's Song: Slavery and Freedom
in Maritime North Carolina (Chapel Hill, NC: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 2001), Calvin
Schermerhorn, Money Over Mastery, Family Over Freedom: Slavery in the Antebellum Upper
South (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011); Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White:
Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).
13

Schermerhorn, Money Over Mastery, 3-4
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these opportunities that slaves might purchase the freedom of both themselves and their
families.14 Slaves also used the connections made through employment opportunities to
forestall or avoid the sale of family. These same economic connections also led to slaves
impacting the Upper South politically, as they used those relationships to aid in suing for
the freedom of their own and their families’ freedom.
A small number of recent historians, Anne Patton-Malone, Calvin Schermerhorn,
and Brenda Stevenson, offer meaningful arguments regarding the dynamic nature of the
enslaved family and the kin-based social network as a result of the forced migration.
These studies are quite rigidly based in limited regional areas: Loundes County, Virginia,
the sugar parishes of Louisiana, and the generalized Upper South.15 Being regionally
narrow, however, limits the holistic understanding of the impact of forced migration on
the enslaved population.
Despite a blooming scholarship on the mechanisms of the domestic slave trade
and on the ways in which life and labor on the new ground transformed relations between
master and slaves by the likes of Ira Berlin, Phillip Morgan, Steven Deyle, Walter
Johnson and Michael Tadman, little work stands completed on how forced migration
affected the domestic lives and ideas of those made to move.16 The life and experiences

14

Cecelski, The Waterman's Song, 33-34.

15

See Ann Patton-Malone, Sweet Chariot: Slave Family and Household Structure in Nineteenthcentury Louisiana (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992); Calvin Schermerhorn, Money
Over Mastery, Family Over Freedom: Slavery in the Antebellum Upper South (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2011); Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave
South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).
16
Representative works include: Ira Berlin and Philip D. Morgan, Cultivation and Culture: Labor
and the Shaping of Slave Life in the Americas (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993), Berlin,
Generations of Captivity, 2003, Steven Deyle, Carry Me Back: The Domestic Slave Trade in American Life
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul: Life inside the Antebellum
Slave Market (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), Walter Johnson and Michael Tadman,
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of Charles Ball, as he built and navigated a family both in the cotton frontier and in the
Upper South, remain in historiographical silence. Hoping to address these silences in
Ball’s case, and the lives of others like him, this study tracks women and men as they
were transplanted onto the cotton frontier, paying special attention to how this forced
migration influenced, and perhaps compelled slaves to reconsider, reconstitute, and
manage what, in at least Ball’s case, was an accumulation of families.
This familial study of African Americans lives is based in what is referred to as
the cotton frontier, though seemingly nebulous in regional scope, it is centered largely on
specific areas in Mississippi, southern Tennessee, and western Alabama. Limited
accounts of slave life in Arkansas, Georgia, and Louisiana are mentioned in this study,
but the lion share of the accounts center in the areas bordering the Mississippi River in
Mississippi. Though this study traces the forced migration from the Upper South to the
stretches of cotton fields in the Deep South, most of the focus will be on these specific
areas due to the availability of sources.
The research strategy utilized throughout this study began with a thorough
reading of nineteenth-century slave narratives. Those early narrators revealed
considerable information about family, and how understandings of family transformed as
a result of the domestic slave trade. Within the framework of these narratives, I searched
for flashpoints regarding the mention of family, the breaking and rebuilding family,
travel, where slaves went, who they interacted with, and how. Were there power struggles
within the enslaved community? Did those struggles fragment or unify the social unit?

“The Interregional Slave Trade in the History and Myth-Making of the U.S. South,” in The Chattel
Principle: Internal Slave Trades in the Americas (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004).

7

How does oppression function as a destabilizing force on the familial structure and how
do familial models reconstruct themselves as a result of this oppressive pressure?
In addition to nineteenth-century slave narratives, I also utilized the slave
interviews edited by Ophelia Settle Egypt. These twentieth century ex-slave interviews
offered extraordinary insight into relations between enslaved family members and the
challenges that family faced in the last years of slavery and through the years of
Reconstruction. Unlike the Works Progress Administration accounts of the New Deal, the
accounts edited by Egypt utilized interviewer(s) of color which lent to more honest and
detailed accounts from ex-slaves themselves.
This study also utilizes accounts from white slave owners and observers in the
nineteenth century. A story about enslaved life and family must surely be birthed from
the experiences of slaves themselves, but including these sources added a differing
perspective of why owners behaved as they did, why and how they relocated slaves, and
the thought process behind how enslavers placed slaves together, a placement that
sometimes led to family development. Researching slavery and cotton cultivation from a
white perspective led to a comprehensive reading of antebellum farm journals and/or
magazines devoted to cotton planting and agricultural life.
The Race and Slavery Petitions Project provided information regarding the
treatment of slaves and the hiring out process. Through legal complaints, I discovered a
great deal of information about slaves themselves, the labor they performed, and the
value they held to their owners. In assessing the value of slaves to owners, I found
runaway slave ads to be a rich and useful source. These ads also functioned to chart the
movement of slaves, reasons that they absconded, and personal associations they had.
8

The pivoting to freedpeoples’ lives after emancipation led to a mining of the
Mississippi and Alabama Freedmen’s Bureau Field Office Records, looking specifically
at complaints. This led to a discovery of what became of freedpeoples’ marriages and
families after emancipation. The Freedmen’s Bank Records also offered rich evidence of
slaves’, and later freedpeoples’, familial relations. As a means of identifying the
individual, bank clerks collected numerous personal details of their patrons’ lives,
including names and locations of family members. These records stood as markers of
slave and freedpeoples’ enduring familial connections.
This study examines how forced migration challenged slaves to reconsider what
family meant to them. Chapter Two offers a brief description of the severing nature of the
transatlantic slave trade, a ‘First Middle Passage’, on the families of the enslaved people
forced to relocate to the Americas. It is this rupturing of family which provides needed
context to fully understand the ability of families in the ‘Second Middle Passage’ to stay
connected through their forced migration and to reunite after emancipation. Chapter
Three discusses how enslaved families of the Deep South held tight to those families they
left behind. Though forcibly migrated away from those they loved, these families were
not broken, but stretched and, often, rearranged. These slaves went to extraordinary
lengths to keep those family members close in their hearts, a closeness that after the Civil
War sometimes resulted in a physical reunion. Chapter Four contends that, at the
beginning of the cotton boom, the specific demographic of slaves forcibly migrated to the
cotton frontier built new and different family structures. Only certain slaves could
physically manage the labor requirements of cotton cultivation. This placed a younger
generation of slaves, often without grandparents, aunts, and uncles, together to build

9

family and social networks for physical and emotional survival. Chapter Five discusses
how the enslaved families of the Deep South built lives of their own making without the
older generational knowledge and input often received and followed while living in the
Upper South. These families assigned leadership positions based on accomplishment and
persona regardless of age. Leaders in the cotton frontier were often quite young and built
new structures of family and social networks on their own terms to serve their specific
needs. Chapter Six contends that the practice of hiring out greatly affected the
development of the enslaved family and social network. As slaves hired out to new
plantations, they again formed familial units. This formation, however, was not simply
assumed; slaves were measured on trustworthiness and what they might contribute.
Chapter Seven offers insight into the dynamic nature of families on the cotton frontier
and how conflict and violence within the community stood rooted in the instability of life
on the cotton frontier. The nature of enslaved life within the cotton South reflected many
of the uncertainties of the new industry of cotton cultivation; fortunes were made and
lost, enslaved life was hard, sales were frequent, and this instability often led to instances
of conflict. The enslaved community was not absent of these conflicts as some historians
suggest but reflected the tension of building new crops and new lives as they pioneered in
the Deep South. Chapter Eight explains what happened to families after the Civil War.
Emancipation led many freedpeople to look for family members left behind in other
regions of the country, while others stayed where they resided on the cotton frontier.
Regardless of location, freedpeople found themselves redefining what families meant to
them. Chapter nine is the concluding chapter of this study, which argues that family,
much like race and gender, is fluid, both in its formation and its understandings.

10

The nature of what a family is stands as the foundation of this study and brings
forth questions regarding what it is that makes a family legitimate. Family changes based
on group and individual need, situation, and pressures. Family, as this study proves, is
much more than a series of biological markers, it is a grouping of people who decide to
be a whole. This grouping is not limited by distance, as families can separate and come
together numerous times, never negating its strength or resilience. Family, as in the case
of the many enslaved and later freed families of the antebellum Deep South, was defined
by choice. This chosen family accepted and rejected members based on behavior, need,
and emotion. Family is what one decides it is. It is incredibly limitless and malleable.
This insight has far-reaching implications, even into current political and social debates
on what defines a family in the United States today.

11

CHAPTER 2
No Road Home: The Breaking of Enslaved Families in the First Middle Passage

Enslaved families in the Deep South endured a rattling forced migration in which
families and social networks were irrevocably changed. Their families and social
networks, though changed, were not completely broken unlike the families and social
networks of those kidnapped and sold into the First Middle Passage of the transatlantic
slave trade. It is important to look at both migrations in context, as a singular study of the
enduring family and social bonds in the Second Middle Passage alone may not highlight
the incredible efforts and feats that African American families in the U.S. accomplished
in maintaining their family and social ties regardless of white efforts to break them. In
residing in one country and having access to various communication channels, slaves in
the U.S held infinitely more opportunities to stay in touch and possibly to reconnect with
lost family members than those forced into the transatlantic slave trade. This chapter
offers a brief description of the First Middle Passage, showing an initial migration that
often severed familial and social bonds opposed to a second migration within the
continental U.S. that stretched them.
The First Middle Passage often broke African family and social bonds in
irreparable ways.1 Historian Ira Berlin writes, “during their journey, in one terrifying

1

The purpose of this chapter is to compare the impact the First and Second Middle Passages had
on enslaved families. In attempting this, my focus on the families of the First Middle Passage rests on the
peoples who were taken to the Americas and if they found ways to reach those left behind in Africa. What
is not covered in this chapter and what must not be overlooked is the lasting impact on the social,
economic, and political structures in Africa resulting from those people being stolen from their homeland.
For representative works which discuss this impact see: Philip D. Curtin, Economic Change in Precolonial
Africa: Senegambia in the Era of the Slave Trade (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1975); David
Eltis, David Richardson, and Stephen D. Behrendt, “New Indications of African Origins of Slaves Arriving
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moment, they [slaves] understood that family, friends, and country were gone, never to
be seen again.”2 This by no means asserts that families or social circles lacked any sense
of restoration or that there existed a resigned lack of resistance to these forced
movements, however, this forced migration greatly differed in its impact on families
when compared to the internal forced migration of slaves in North America.
The voyage of Africans sold within the transatlantic slave trade was not a singular
one. Many records of slave encounters in the eighteenth-century share similar
experiences. An experience of an African enslaved person might entail numerous sales on
the African continent while on the voyage to the coast for sale to European slave traders.
Historian Philip Morgan writes, “The sequence of multiple sales and attended transfers of
slaves between their place of seizure and the coast could divert the flow in almost any

in the Americas,” in Carl Pedersen, Henry Louis Gates, and Maria Diedrich, eds., Black Imagination and
the Middle Passage (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 21-32, Stanley L. Engerman and
Joseph E. Inikori, The Atlantic Slave Trade: Effects on Economies, Societies, and Peoples in Africa, the
Americas, and Europe (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2007); Karwan Fatah-Black and Matthias Van Rossum,
“Beyond Profitability: The Dutch Transatlantic Slave Trade and Its Economic Impact,” Slavery &
Abolition 36, no. 1 (August 2014): pp. 63-83; Paul E. Lovejoy, Transformations in Slavery: A History of
Slavery in Africa, 3rd ed. (Cambridge, 2012); Babacar M’Baye, “The Economic, Political, and Social
Impact of the Atlantic Slave Trade on Africa,” The European Legacy 11, no. 6 (2006): pp. 607-622; Nonso
Obikili, “The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and Local Political Fragmentation in Africa,” The Economic
History Review 69, no. 4 (January 2016): pp. 1157-1177; Marcus Rediker, The Slave Ship: A Human
History (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2011), Stephanie E. Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage
from Africa to American Diaspora (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), John Thorton,
“Demographic Effect of the Slave Trade,” in Women and Slavery in Africa, ed. Martin Klein and Claire
Robertson (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1983); and Warren C. Whatley and Rob Gillezeau,
“The Fundamental Impact of the Slave Trade on African Economies,” in Economic Evolution and
Revolution in Historical Time, ed. Paul Webb Rhode and Joshua L. Rosenbloom (Stanford, CA: Stanford
Economics and Finance, 2011).
2

Ira Berlin, The Making of African America: The Four Great Migrations (New York: Penguin
Books, 2011), 61.
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direction. As slaves plodded westward many died and others were added, so that by the
time they reached the coast the caravans were indeed a motley crew.”3
African slave traders kidnapped Africans from various regions and transported
them exceedingly great distances to the West African Coast.4 This was yet another
forcible passage which tore families apart.5 Alexander Falconridge, a surgeon on an
eighteenth-century slave ship remarked how African slave traders guarded where they
obtained their kidnapped slaves, so as not to be removed as intermediaries by greedy
European traders. He wrote of the, “extreme care taken by the black traders to prevent
Europeans from gaining any intelligence of their modes of preceding.” He further spoke
of the “great distance inland from which the negroes are brought.”6 The addition of an
arduous trip by land, as well as the deadly trip over Atlantic waters, led to irreparable
damage to the African slaves’ familial unit.7

3
Morgan, Philip D. “The Cultural Impact of the Atlantic Slave Trade: African Regional Origins,
American Destinations and New World Developments.” Slavery & Abolition 18:1 (1997): 132.
4

For a visual representation of the Middle Passage see: Jeffrey M. Elliot, The Atlas of African
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The preferred demographic for slaves sold and transported in the Middle Passage,
specifically from the Bight of Benin, made a remarkable impression on families in West
Africa. Young men were favored to sell in North and South America on an average of
two to every one female.8 Ripped from their families, a generation of young males who
would act as fathers disappeared.
Slaves were often sold numerous times along the voyage from the interior of
Africa to the coast, enduring physical and emotional circumstances, which created
lifelong pain. Historian Sean Kelley writes of the non-linear route slave traders traveled
to purchase captives. He writes, “traders ranged over hundreds of miles over coastline
and riverfront, visiting numerous dealers in search of captives.”9 A slave might
reasonably have been captured and placed in a coffle to walk hundreds of miles to the
coast; from there placed aboard a slave ship traveling up and down the coastline
gathering more souls for the ultimate trip across the Atlantic. It might easily have been
months or years before a slave would debark to a port in the Americas.
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Trade: Britain, Brazil and the Slave Trade Question, 1807-1869 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
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Numerous sales and repeated capture were a feature of the slaves’ experience who
endured the ‘First Middle Passage’. William Thomas, a slave sold from Sierra Leone and
enslaved in Cuba, told of his pain. Kidnapped at the age of ten from his village in
Cameroon, he was sold three times, enduring appalling circumstances until he was sold to
a Spanish slaving operation in Sierra Leone. He obtained his freedom there before being
captured again six years later and enslaved on a Spanish trading ship. While being
imprisoned his hand was severely cut resulting in a lack of use his entire life. This
handicap resulted in numerous sales after enslavers realized his lack of ability to do
certain types of work. His last sale was to a man who transported him back to England
and eventually freed him. This life of sale after sale and unspeakable physical pain
occurred before the age of thirty-five.10
The deadly and unforgiving nature of the voyage from capture in Central Africa
to the coast cannot be overstated. Historian Ira Berlin called it, “a death march for many,”
a march that, once stepped into, families knew that person likely would be gone forever.11
Historian Joseph Miller writes of the brutal trip from the interior of Africa to the coast
and the astronomical instances of malnutrition and disease. He estimates the death rate at
40 to 60 percent for those captured and marched to the coast for sale.12 Entire generations
of men and women were lost to the desires for black bodies in the Americas.
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If slaves lived through the brutal trip to the western coast of Africa, they then
found themselves imprisoned on a slaving ship bound east across the Atlantic. Historian
Marcus Rediker estimates that over the course of 400 hundred years that, “12.4 million
souls were loaded onto slave ships and carried through a ‘Middle Passage’ across the
Atlantic to hundreds of delivery points stretched over thousands of miles.”13 Once placed
aboard a ship in the most deplorable circumstances, the ship might wait months for
favorable weather before debarking.14 Slaves were offered paltry rations in order to
survive, and may have been given brief periods of time to be on the top deck for fresh air.
The greater amount of time, slaves endured lives chained together in the underbelly of the
ship with little room to move and inadequate facilities for the most basic of human needs.
The instances of sickness and malnutrition on the ship rivaled those on the harsh trek to
the western coast. Klein writes that two thirds of the deaths due to sickness on slave ships
were caused by instances of yellow fever, intestinal infections and disorders, and
malaria.15
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Beyond the physical horrors endured by slaves on slave ships, slaves also found
themselves intermeshed with strangers from different lands and different tongues. It was
an emotional and social isolation coupled with near untenable physical circumstance.
Marked by loneliness, fear, and confusion slaves on the First Middle Passage discovered
their families and social circles irrevocably broken, lost to the greed of slave traders and
their varied buyers. Historian Stephanie Smallwood writes that life on the slave ship
meant, “not only exclusion from that which was recognizable as community, but also
immersion in a collective whose most distinguishing feature was its unnatural
constitution.”16
Once sold to a slave trader and forced to endure the horrific experience on a slave
ship, enslaved Africans were often sold to traders in South America, Portuguese Brazil,
or in the Caribbean. It would be after this sale that a slave might be transported North for
sale in the British colonies. The life of a slave from Africa was marked by numerous
sales, deadly circumstances, and countless geographic destinations. Miller writes that
slaves were, “kidnapped, sold, resold, and captured again in the course of repeatedly
disrupted lives.”17 He further explains that the time period this might take, “lasted months
if not years.”18 The notion of finding persons from one’s own family in Africa would be
unlikely at best, at worst impossible.19
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Africans enslaved and sold within the transatlantic slave market in the late
seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries not only endured the physical breaking from their
familial and social networks, but also were forced to rebuild their social networks, much
like slaves in the American ‘Second Middle Passage.’20 Forced together in slave markets
in South America, the Caribbean, and North America, and resold to markets throughout
the Americas, slaves found themselves surrounded by strangers in similar circumstances,
a shared horrific experience. Some slaves eventually found commonality with other
slaves from regional areas in Africa, others built new networks, as the hope of seeing
loved ones or returning home to the various regions in Africa was, often, an unachievable
dream and hope. From different regions in Africa and often speaking different languages,
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slaves built companionships and new shared languages, pidgins, as tools for survival.21
Berlin writes, “The many peoples of Africa were melded into Africans on the west side of
the Atlantic. Like the newly minted Spaniards, Italians and Hispanics, their identity was
not so much a product of who they were but who they would become.”22
Slaves who found an end to their passage in North America were pieced together
with other slaves in a new land, their former lives gone. This piecing of a labor force
pushed slaves of differing regions and language together. Slave owners deliberately
practiced this to “mitigate against cultural cohesion.”23 The lack of a shared language
further added to the disorientation of this new world. Olaudah Equiano, an eighteenthcentury slave who gained his freedom, wrote of this reality explaining, “I had no person
to speak to that I could understand. In this state I was constantly grieving and pining and
wishing for death.”24 This amalgamation of former identities and connections stood as a
tool of survival in the New World but marked a clear breaking of ties to their African
homeland. The rupturing of family connection stands as a key symbol of the Middle
Passage and one that strikes a clear change from what was possible for slaves who
endured the forcible migration of the Second Middle Passage in the United States.
Geography clearly stands as a key marker of why these two trades had differing
effects on slaves’ families. Collected and kidnapped throughout the African continent and
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transported to the western coasts of Africa, slaves then embarked on a transoceanic trip to
the Americas.25 Once sold throughout the western hemisphere, there stood little chance of
ever returning to lands or loved ones lost. Communication ability was limited and
chartering passage across the vast ocean was an almost impossible feat.26
Geography was not the only impedance for the possible reunification with lost
loved ones. The horrific mortality rate of the transatlantic slave trade itself severed many
hopes of reunion with family and lost ones. Slaves of the transatlantic slave trade
traveled in severe circumstance from their initial capture in Africa to the western African
ports to the fatal slaving ships fostering sickness, violence, and death.27 Rough estimates
of mortality of slaves marched from the inner regions of Africa to the western coast
average in the upwards of 25 percent and the mortality of slaves forced on the ships
average 12-13 percent.28 The time on the ship lasted from 50-80 days on average in the
25
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most deplorable circumstances.29 Leading historians of the impact of transatlantic slave
trade explain, “The high rates of mortality on slave ships greatly exceeded the customary
death rates of populations on land, even considering those of the great human disasters
such as the Black Death, the decimation of Native Americans in the settlement of the
Americas, and the Irish Famine, as well as mortality on other types of sea voyages, such
as those carrying indentured workers and free migrants.”30
Another notable reason that the First Middle Passage irreparably fractured
families in Africa is the sheer volume of people stolen over an extended period of time.
Historian David Eltis writes, “The volume of slaves carried off reached thirty thousand
per annum in the 1690s and eighty-five thousand a century later. More than eight out of
ten Africans pulled into the traffic in the era of the slave trade made their journeys in the
century and a half after 1700.”31 Even these estimates may be low, as concrete numbers
are based on assumptions from slave traders’ manifests, sales documentation, and the
precious few primary accounts from the transported slaves themselves. Over the course
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of the Middle Passage millions of slaves found themselves ripped away from their
homeland, ravaging families and African social networks in ways that cannot be
measured.
Louis Asa Asa from the West African Region of what he termed “Bycla”
exemplifies the finality of the transatlantic slave trade.32 He lived with his five brothers
and sisters, his mother and father, and his uncle. When African slave traders came to his
village to capture slaves intended for Atlantic passage, they ran in attempt to avert
capture. His uncle was killed, and Asa Asa was seized, while his parents and siblings
continued to flee. He wrote, “I do not know if they found my father and mother, and
brothers and sisters: they had run faster than me and were half a mile farther when I got
up into the tree: I have never seen them since.”33 Though one of many heartbreaking
stories, Asa Asa tells a story of complete loss. His family and kinship network never
rebuilt those broken ties, and he lived the remainder of his life with an abolitionist in
England, never to see those lost again.
If a slave or former slave was offered passage back to Africa and was inclined to
return and reunite with lost loved ones and family, they faced leaving those loved ones in
the United States. This was a decision that broke the hearts of many. Abdul Rah Ahman
lived his life to thirty years of age in Foota Jallo, Africa. After being kidnapped and sold
into slavery on a Spanish slaving ship, he was sent to Santo Domingo and later sold to a
planter in Natchez, Mississippi. Eventually Ahman obtained his freedom and was given
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the choice to return to his home in Foota Jallo. He decided against the voyage as he
heartbreakingly explained, “I desire to go back to my own country again; but when I
think of my own children, it hurts my feelings. If I go to my own country I cannot feel
happy, if my children are left.”34 Leaving five children and eight grandchildren behind
was a difficult choice to make.
The transatlantic slave trade created a shattering of family and social networks
that stands unrivaled in human experience. Millions of families were ripped asunder with
little to no hope of reuniting or rebuilding that which was lost. It was this brutal rupturing
that stands as a marked difference from the forced migration in the ‘Second Middle
Passage’, in which many families lost their families and loved ones but retained hope for
a possible reunion due to social connections, networks, and geographic distance.

Abdul Rahhahman, “Autobiography of Abdul Rahhahman, 1828,” in Blassingame, Slave
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CHAPTER 3
“Stretched but Not Broken,” The Enduring Bonds of Enslaved Families in the Cotton
Frontier

Slaves who left family behind as they traveled to the fields of Mississippi and
Alabama and other stretches of the Deep South, saw their families stretched, not broken.
Unlike those slaves transported on ships from the coast of Africa, slaves on the cotton
frontier often kept in touch with the families they left. Slaves in this ‘Second Middle
Passage’ had the benefit of a common language, a single country to transverse without a
transoceanic forced voyage, and sometimes the same slave owners who traveled with
them to the new lands of the cotton South. This in no way diminishes the trauma they
endured but offers insight into some of the reasons why families of the ‘Second Middle
Passage’ often did not rupture, as those families and social relations did in the ‘First
Middle Passage’. These families forced into lands ripe for cotton cultivation in the
stretches of Mississippi, Southern Tennessee, and Alabama held on to lost loved ones and
some reconnected after emancipation.
The enduring efforts of the antebellum enslaved family in the Deep South to hold
fast to familial connections was no small feat. In the Revolutionary Era of enslavement,
family separation might encompass the regions between counties or bordering states. The
years of the early to mid-nineteenth century created distance between families that was
near insurmountable. The resilience of the families despite this astounding distance
speaks to the undying hope for reunion often present in nineteenth-century African
American families.
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This holding on to family was a hallmark of enslaved families in the Deep South.
This reality is evident in instances of running away and running back oftentimes to family
members they left behind. James K. Polk bought a slave, Charles, from Columbia,
Tennessee and moved him to his plantation in Mississippi. After Charles ran away,
Polk’s brother sought to find him. He searched in Columbia where he was sold, at an
estate outside of Columbia where he was hired out for a year, and in Cornersville,
Tennessee where Charles’s mother resided. Slave owners were aware of the familial
relations and connections and understood that slaves did not easily give up those
relations.1 In fact, Polk’s Mississippi plantation was plagued with runaway slaves, slaves
who frequently turned up after being missing several weeks at his plantation in Middle
Tennessee. It was this Middle Tennessee plantation that many of the slaves who resided
in Mississippi originated from, and where their families continued to live. The
Mississippi overseer complained, “I beleave [sic.] that they believe that Tennessee is a
place of paradise and they all want to gow [sic.] back to Tennessee.”2 Polk did not often
punish slaves who ran away, he would simply return them back to the Mississippi
plantation, resigned to the fact that they refused to let their families be separated
permanently.
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Sam Erles, a slave of Leonard Covington was hired out to labor on a plantation
five counties away from where his friends and family resided, in Adams County,
Mississippi. He ran away and his new employer immediately sensed he would return to
those people that he cared about, his family. He published a runaway slave ad stating that,
“It is supposed he [Sam] is lurking about Natchez.”3 Instead of searching likely paths to
freedom traveling to the North, including utilizing the river and waterway network, slave
owners searched where separated family members resided, knowing the resilience of the
bond of family.
Some slaves’ will to keep their families intact impacted slave owners’ decisions,
influencing owners to reunite parted family members. One Mississippi slave, Ben, sold
away from his wife and forced to move over a hundred miles away, continuously ran
away, determined to be with his wife. His owner, realizing the futility of trying to gain
his slave’s compliance bought Ben’s wife and brought her to his plantation. Ben
explained, “if he could live with his wife on the same plantation that it was the very best
he could do.”4 Ben’s desire to reunite with his wife bent the will of his owner, defying
slavery’s rupturing nature.
Though separated by geography and time, slaves often kept track of family
members even through many forced relocations. After being sold twice in southern
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Tennessee, a slave remarked that she knew exactly where her father was. He had
continuously sent messages via other slaves to her, updating her on his welfare and
keeping her apprised of his location. She forged an elaborate plan to run away and find
her father, explaining, “I knew right where pappy lived.”5 Martha Harrison’s father was
sold from her farm in Tennessee to a cotton plantation in Mississippi. After several years,
he ran away following an argument with his overseer and returned to Tennessee to see his
wife and twelve children.6
Not all slaves were able to run away or had masters who would allow such
behavior without serious consequences. Sarah Polk took over plantation management
when her husband, James, passed away. She placed a particularly harsh overseer to
manage her Mississippi plantation. One particular slave, Harbert, who frequently rebelled
and ran away to family and friends was caught and placed publicly in irons. Harbert
continued to run away and often took other slaves with him, Polk’s overseer advised
Sarah to sell Harbert, feeling that his running away would not cease.7 One slave owner on
a cotton plantation in Alabama disciplined a young runaway slave brought back to the
plantation by placing an iron bit in his mouth, similar to that of horses. The implement
made it difficult to eat and speak.8 Of course, the ultimate punishment was death, a
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punishment described by Louis Hughes, a slave. He explained that slaves who ran away
were frequently hung or shot if they were caught. He described two slaves on a
neighboring plantation who been caught running away, detailing that the men were hung
in a tree on the roadside where other slaves might see and be warned. The bodies stayed
in the tree until they began to decay and decompose.9 One slave, upon her imminent
capture by slave catchers, drowned herself devoid of her will to continue living.10
The advertisements for runaway slaves reveal the enduring connections of slaves
on the cotton frontier, often Mississippi, Tennessee, and Alabama, and those family
members that they left behind. Often slave owners would indicate within the ad where the
slave was from or from what plantation they were bought. Including this information
clearly indicated the owners’ belief that slaves would return to those places, to seek out
loved ones they left behind. Abner Green ran an advertisement seeking his slave, Bartlett,
in 1802. He remarked that Bartlett had come from Kentucky and lived in Shelby County,
Tennessee, three years prior. He explains, “It is believed he has been furnished with
papers by some low vagabond for the purpose of making his way to New Orleans, or the
place from whence he came.”11 James Cage’s slave, Polaski, ran away in 1822 after being
sold to Mississippi from Virginia. He had only been on the plantation a few months
before he ran away, likely back to his loved ones. Cage writes, “He was bought last
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Spring in Winchester in Virginia, to which place or the state of Ohio, I have no doubt he
will endeavor to return.”12 James, a slave of John Houston also ran away soon after being
moved to Mississippi. His owner wrote that, “He will probably make for Frankfurt,
Kentucky as he was recently bought from there.”13
Not all slaves traveled several states away to find family from which they had
been torn. Some families lived closer, a county or so away, yet still slaves desired to be
together, keeping their own families intact regardless of their owners’ actions. Winston
ran away from the plantation he resided on in Warrington, Mississippi, likely back to the
Port Gibson, Mississippi area where his family resided. His owner printed the ad
explaining, “he no doubt has made his way to the settlement of Shoat’s, where he has
several children.”14 Another slave, Adam, ran away and supposedly met up with his wife,
who presumably had also run away. Both he and his wife lived in the same relative
region, close to the Red River in Mississippi.1516
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Slaves on the cotton frontier had a multiplicity of notions of what family was and
what it meant.17 They often returned to be reunited to their families, regardless of the
types or ethnicities of those family units. Austin, a slave from William Watson’s
plantation in Arkansas was presumed to have run back to his prior owners, a family of the
Cherokee nation by the name of Rogers. He lived among this tribe for a considerable
time, and Watson felt that he would, “no doubt endeavor to make his escape to the
Cherokees, either through the Tennessee or the Arkansas Rivers.” Isaac, a slave on E.F.
Watkins’s cotton plantation, ran away and was presumed to be heading to his wife who
was part of the Chickasaw Nation.18
Running away to find family members left behind, though greatly desired, was
not always possible. Slaves kept track of family members left behind often through
letters. Sarah Cooper, a slave in Greene County, Tennessee was sold away from her
husband who was a free black man. Her husband, James, wrote to her owner and asked to
purchase Sarah, a request that her owner denied. Sarah, however, was overjoyed to hear
her husband sought to purchase her freedom and sent him a letter in reply. She wrote, “I
was glad to hear from you…and [you] had not forgot me…I will assist you in
reimbursing the money so that we may get together once more and live together the
balance [sic.] of our days.”19 A slave on the Mississippi cotton plantation of Burrell Fox
wrote to Burrell’s wife and her mother at their home plantation in North Carolina. She
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explained that she safely arrived in Mississippi and was happy with her accommodations,
but she missed her mother. She wrote, “I like the country but would willing leave to go
back to North Carolina.” Fellow slaves had left their loved ones in North Carolina as
well, so she, being literate, also kept their families apprised of their wellbeing, she
detailed, “Tell Tony’s wife that he is well and doing well.” She seems to try to make the
best of situation, but her unhappiness was palatable.20
A slave family, husband, wife, daughter, and son, from a Georgia cotton
plantation were sold as punishment ‘down the river’ for being argumentative and refusing
religious instruction. They left a daughter, grandchildren, siblings, cousins, and friends
behind. When they arrived at their new destination in New Orleans, they wrote home to
let their family know their whereabouts and their condition. Their daughter, Jane, died of
pleurisy on the trip and they all weathered a case of the measles. After updating family on
their wellbeing, they expressed their feelings to their daughter and their family, “Clarissa
your affectionate mother and father sends a heap of love to you, your husband, and our
grandchildren.”21 Abream Scriven of the same plantation in Georgia served as an
overseer until he was sold. He wrote to his wife who remained in Georgia describing, “I
take pleasure in writing you these few lines with much regret to inform you that I was
sold to a man by the name of Peterson Atreader who stays in New Orleans. I am here yet
but I expect to go before long but when I get there I will write.”22 Though slaves were
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moved away from family and loved ones, they stayed connected sometimes over several
moves and sales. These resilient connections were a cornerstone of the slave family on
the cotton frontier, a trait that distinguished this second forced migration from the
rupturing transatlantic slave trade.
Not all slaves were able to make tangible connections through physically seeing
separated family members or writing letters, the oral tradition of sharing information
served many slaves to keep track of family members and loved ones. The slave
experience of the slaves living in Georgia, Mississippi, and the Mississippi bordering
states were often marked by mobility; it was this mobility that allowed the flow of
information to abound. Slaves not only visited plantations close in proximity, but they
traveled with and for their owners. Trusted slaves might be sent to town to buy supplies
or to sell goods, interacting with other slaves, free blacks, and whites willing to share
information. Louis Hughes traveled for his owner to other plantations and to the post
office, several miles away, to deliver and retrieve mail. He recalled, “I often had to bring
notes from Boss to neighboring farmers.”23 Another slave, Alfred, worked as a teamster
and traveled from his plantation in Mississippi to Memphis frequently, stopping to visit
with slaves on plantations along the way. He also interacted with slaves in the city of
Memphis.24 In these interactions undoubtedly information was exchanged and brought
back to his home plantation. Solomon Northrop lived on a plantation in Louisiana with an
enslaved mother, Eliza, and her children. She was sold away as payment for a debt to a
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planter several miles away. After several months Northup too was sold this same planter
and recalled seeing Eliza upon arriving at his new home. She ran to him and immediately
asked for information regarding her children. She asked, “if they were living still, and
where the darlings could then be.” He was able to share good news to her and renew the
connection she had with her children.25
William Webb, a slave who was frequently hired out in Mississippi and
Kentucky, established a slave information network. Primarily this network of men who
would travel twelve miles each leg of the trip from Kentucky to Nashville would pass
information regarding plans for insurrection, but the information network was available
and likely used to pass information about where people were residing and what they were
doing. He explained, “I expect to go to Kentucky, and if I do, I will establish
headquarters there so as to get news from there to Mississippi.”26 Webb’s friend, Uncle
Ned, detailed that when William knew of his whereabouts in Kentucky to let him know,
that he, “had a friend in Nashville, Tennessee, that he would send word to.”27 Webb and
his friends set up an elaborate network for sharing information across many states,
defying slave owners’ desires to breakdown communication between slaves, their
communities, and their families.

25

Solomon Northup and D. Wilson, Twelve Years a Slave Narrative of Solomon Northrup, Citizen
of New York, Kidnapped in Washington City in 1841 and Rescued in 1853 from a Cotton Plantation Near
the Red River, in Louisiana (Auburn: Derby and Miller, 1853) 107.
26

William Webb, The History of William Webb: Composed by Himself (Detroit: E. Hoekstra,

1873), 16.
27

Webb, The History of William Webb, 18.

34

Some slaves held neither the daring to try to runaway nor did they possess the
ability to communicate via letter or word of mouth. These slaves held on to their family
members through deep and thoughtful remembrance. They may not have been able to
gain a physical connection, but their families stayed intact in their minds and hearts.
Charles Ball, sold to a cotton plantation in western Georgia, frequently thought and
dreamed of his wife and two children he was forced to leave behind. His dreams of them,
so clear, inspired him to keep on, through depression and thoughts of suicide. He
detailed, “Every object was so vividly impressed upon my imagination in this dream, that
when I awoke, a firm conviction settled upon my mind, that by some means, at present
incomprehensible to me, I should yet again embrace my wife, and caress my children in
their humble dwelling.”28 This remembrance was, for Ball and slaves like him, their life
blood and a constant connection to those loved ones they left behind.
Slaves forcibly migrated to the cotton frontier left loved ones, families, and
friends, fearing that they might never see them again. Though the nature of slavery is
rupturing, slaves of the Deep South defied probability and kept their families intact,
tangibly, or intangibly. By utilizing various methods of communication and remembrance
families stretched and proved to be remarkably resilient regardless of the geographic and
temporal distance between them.

28

Ball, Fifty Years in Chains, 71.

35

CHAPTER 4
New Lives on New Ground: Establishing a Home and Familial Network in the Early
Years of the Cotton Frontier

Torn from families and from a life they knew on the eastern seaboard of the U.S.,
a young generation of enslaved labors found a new life and embarked on building family
and social units in ways that met their distinct needs. Cotton was a distinct crop that
required a particular laborer to produce a profitable harvest. One had to be young and
able to work long hours in harsh circumstances. Older slaves and children often found
themselves left behind in the Upper South as cotton took their young, those who could
manage the toil that cotton required and those who could birth a new generation of
enslaved labor. This new generation stolen from their homes fashioned new social
networks, familial structures, and alliances. Atop these families and new units were the
fingerprints of slave owners and traders. Forced in scenarios often not of their own
choosing, they adapted and built units despite pressure and emotional pain.
The opening of the nineteenth-century provided opportunity, opportunity in the
form of land. The mass availability of land due to the Louisiana Purchase and Indian
relocation, coupled with the decline in tobacco demand and the development of the cotton
gin created the perfect circumstance for the cotton boom. Men who found little success in
the eastern seaboard states of the U.S. idealistically pursued their fortunes out west. The
global decline in tobacco demand created an excess of slave labor in the tobaccoyielding states such as Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina. Men of means bought
land in the territory untouched by white hands, in addition to their land on the eastern
seaboard, taking their excess of slave labor with them. Slave traders, as well, took
36

advantage of this opportunity and created new slave trading networks that extended in the
formally Native American hunting ground of the Old Southwest.1
Cotton capitalism in the antebellum Deep South was the driving force behind all
of enslavers’ and slave traders’ decisions. These capitalistic impulses drove men and their
families to areas ripe for cotton cultivation in Georgia, Mississippi, the states bordering
Mississippi. This wealth-focused thinking stood as the primary cause of the breaking
apart of enslaved families. An enslaved labor force made more financial sense to cotton
capitalists as opposed to one built of paid workers or indentured servants. When a child’s
enslaved status became dependent on the status of the mother, enslavers embraced the
generation upon generation of essentially free labor. This capitalistic drive tore a
generation of young African Americans away from family to yet undeveloped cotton
plantations, to work and toil for someone’s else’s gain.
The work of carving new fields of cotton in the ground was not for the weak of
body, it required young laborers with strong backs, laborers of a younger demographic
able to work exceedingly long hours. One Virginian, after an exploratory visit to the
eastern Louisiana, wrote to his wife explaining, “This certainly is the country for making
money by cultivation. The land is rich and the climate by no means unhealthy as
reported. Hands from 10 years old and upwards of both sexes clear upon the average 12
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to 1500 weight of clean cotton.”2 Slave owners understood the importance of finding
younger slaves to task with carving out new land and cultivating cotton. In March of
1809 Leonard Covington moved thirty-one of his slaves from Maryland to Mississippi to
try his hand at cotton, twenty were male and eleven were female. The oldest slave chosen
for the new plantation was thirty-six years old.3 Charles Ball, a slave in the cotton
frontier, explained that he, as a man in his twenties, could pick considerably less cotton
than a teenage boy.4 He further explained that, “A man who has arrived at the age of
twenty-five before he sees a cotton field, will never, in the language of the overseer,
become a crack picker.”5 Louis Hughes, a slave bought in Virginia in the 1840s moved to
a Northern Mississippi cotton plantation, explained the differing labor requirements of
cotton cultivation. He described, “I never saw women put to the hard work of grubbing
until I went to McGee's and I greatly wondered at it. Such work was not done by women
slaves in Virginia.”6 The difficult task of clearing the land, or grubbing, as Hughes
describes was not typically seen as women’s labor in the Upper South. He also described
that children were required to do age-specific tasks from age nine to twelve, from the age
of twelve and older enslaved children worked alongside adult slaves.
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Planters and slave traders specifically desired younger slaves when establishing
new cotton farms and plantations. Historian, Steven Miller, explains, “Not only were
such men and women more immediately valuable as laborers but they were better able to
withstand the westward trek, to survive new diseases during the ‘seasoning’ period, and
to reproduce in the new country.”7 Some slaves in this demographic were able to move
with others of the same age from their plantation in the Upper South to the stretches of
land in Mississippi, Alabama, Southern Tennessee, and western Georgia, while others
found themselves in a slave trader’s coffle. Regardless of circumstance, these slaves
discovered a forced new life, pulled away from loved ones and acquaintances in the
Upper South and pieced together with other like-aged peoples in the cotton South.
Though some slave owners brought older slaves or children, moving family units
together as they traveled to the new region, many slave owners simply saw these
members of the slave family and community as a liability. In fact, when Charles Ball was
taken from his family to be sold onto a cotton plantation, he asked if he might see his
wife and children one more time to say goodbye. The slave trader declined his request,
explaining that he would, “be able to get another wife in Georgia.”8 Another slave, being
moved by a slave trader from Virginia to Mississippi, described those traveling with him,
“The men belonging to this drove were all married men, and all leaving their wives and
children behind.”9 The slaves from James K. Polk’s family weathered a forced migration
from North Carolina to Tennessee, those slaves families were further splintered when he
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chose the youngest and strongest to relocate to his new plantation in Natchez,
Mississippi.10
John A. Quitman, a New York born attorney, sought riches in the fertile ground of
Mississippi. Quitman owned four plantations, three cotton plantations in Mississippi, and
a sugar plantation in Louisiana. His largest two plantations, Monmouth and Palmyra
housed over three hundred slaves, men, women and families. He purchased a smaller
plantation in 1833 named Springfield. For Springfield he purchased fifteen slaves
initially, all of whom were male. Eventually, he would send slaves to Springfield from
his other plantations, but for hard work of establishing a new cotton plantation he
preferred young males who would toil from sunrise to sundown preparing the ground for
new cultivation. The preliminary absence of females or families most surely impacted the
development of the plantation kinship network.11 This distinct make of up all male labor
forces, especially in the early years of the establishment of the cotton frontier were
commonplace.
Still the forging of new affective connections could begin on the long trudge
south. Slave traders purposefully strove to bring slaves long distances from their point of
origin, frequently in the Chesapeake region, to lessen the potential of slaves finding their
way back home and to maintain a firmer semblance of control. As historian Walter
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Johnson explains, slaves on the trip often began in Virginia, traveled west to Kentucky,
and south through Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana or Alabama, and on that long
arduous trip, “slaves immediately set upon the task of estimating one another-making
social connections that could sustain them and avoiding those that might compromise
them.”12 They made meaningful connections on their journey, as well as, assessing other
slaves deciding who to trust. Slaves did not build their created families frivolously; they
carefully measured other slaves, deciding who would serve them well in their ultimate
goal of physical and emotional survival. These familial relations began on the journey
south and continued developing upon their arrival at their new homes.13
Traveling from the eastern coast in the early years of the nineteenth-century into
the reaches of cotton territory was a dangerous journey for slaves, one marked by
exhaustion, heartache, and sickness. One slave described his forced journey from
Virginia to Natchez, Mississippi in the coffle of a slave trader to have taken
approximately six weeks. He explained, “While in Tennessee, we lost four of our
number, who died from exposure on the road.”14 Slaves who began a new life on the
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cotton frontier more often than not began those lives recovering, not only emotionally
from separation from family but physically from traumatic journeys across the country.
Slaves transported and sold by slave traders endured the harshest circumstances
and faced depression, thoughts of suicide, and anger. These circumstances shaped their
new lives in the Deep South. Solomon Northup, a slave kidnapped from New York and
sold into Louisiana to work on a cotton plantation, described his thoughts as he waited in
a slave pen, anticipating what was to come and missing his family. He wrote, “I was heart
sick and discouraged. Thoughts of my family, of my wife and children, continually
occupied my mind. When sleep overpowered me I dreamed of them—dreamed I was
again in Saratoga—that I could see their faces, and hear their voices calling me.
Awakening from the pleasant phantasms of sleep to the bitter realities around me, I could
but groan and weep.”15 Charles Ball being carried to Georgia from Maryland away from
his wife and children had thoughts of suicide. He remarked, “I should find no respite
from misery…I longed to die, and escape from the hands of my tormenters; but even the
wretched privilege of destroying myself was denied me, for I could not shake off my
chains.”16 Virginia slave trader, Jourdan Saunders detailed one of the trips his slaves
made. He described fifteen men and three women/children traveling, among whom three
died on the trip. For slave owners and traders, it was the accepted price for establishing a
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new slave labor force in the waiting fields of the Deep South, it was a price that failed to
elicit any real surprise or anguish.1718
The establishment of alliances and early relationships between slaves started on
the treacherous trip to Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and the bordering states, or as
some slaves would call it, ‘down South’. This is none more evident than in the case of
Solomon Northrop. Northup, kidnapped from New York in 1841 by a slave trader,
endured the arduous journey from the eastern seaboard coast to Louisiana. While in a
slave pen on his passage, he befriended another slave, Robert. Handcuffed to Robert,
Northup explained, “To this man I became much attached.”19 Further on the trip,
Solomon planned an escape with Robert. He explained that they must keep their plans
secret as, “there was not another slave we dared to trust.”20 The distinct circumstances
cobbled slaves together with other slaves, relative strangers. In some instances, like
Northup’s, relations were built quickly to fill a need for survival.
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The precarious trip to potential cotton fortunes in the stretches of the Deep South
created new tensions in the relationships of owners and slaves. Already strained with the
reality of unequal power relations, slaves further bristled at the dangerous trip they
endured and yet more family separation. William B. Beverly found his slaves lashing out
at him, angry at their new circumstances, a behavior unlike what Beverly experienced
while living in Virginia.21 James K. Polk’s overseer, Silas Caldwell, relocated several of
Polk’s slaves from Tennessee to Mississippi. The trip was arduous, with few roads by
which to travel. Immediately, the slaves were put to the task of building four houses for
their own cabins, a house for the overseer, a smokehouse, and a kitchen, a task they
accomplished in eighteen days. Quickly following, the slaves began to carve fields for
cotton cultivation out of rugged and rocky land. The work was backbreaking and went
from sunup to sundown. When Caldwell wrote of the feelings of the slaves, he explained
they were, “only tolerably well satisfied.”22 This seems a clear euphemism for the fact
that the slaves were quite unhappy and complained of their treatment and missed those
they left behind. Steven Miller writes, “the move to the black belt intensified the
fundamental antagonism between the owner and the owned.”23
Men came to the cotton frontier with romantic visions of easy wealth, a
proposition only the warm fertile lands the Deep Southern states could offer. Their
expectations often fell flat when the reality of life in the cotton South surfaced. Crops
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failed, cultivating land was painstaking, and their enslaved labor force was difficult to
control. When crops did not bring in the financial windfall expected, some planters lost
heart and sold the land and their laborers, cutting their losses. This gamble led to severe
social uneasiness and instability within the enslaved family. What would become of the
slaves bought to clear and cultivate land for cotton, when cotton simply does not
produce? Slaves faced the uncertainty of potential sale and yet another forced relocation.
Caldwell wrote to James K. Polk in Spring of 1836 explaining of an abundance of rain
flooding the fields which prohibited comprehensive planting of cotton seed. He advised
Polk that, “our crop will fall short of paying the land payment and expenses. Our farming
operations thus far have not been very flattering, and I am afraid we will not be able to git
in a full crop this year. I am very anxious to sell out in Mississippi”24
The instances of multiple sales and of being hired out numerous times created yet
another layer of instability within the enslaved family and alliances in the Deep South. As
slaves went about the tedious business of establishing new social networks built on trust
and need, those networks were torn asunder, subjected to the fickle nature of cotton
cultivation. Slaves in the cotton South did not just assemble new families and networks
when they arrived, it was a constant assembly and reassembly, an accumulation of
family. It was this building and rebuilding which weighed heavy on slaves. It was a
chaotic instability in which slaves navigated and learned to adapt and survive.
Enslavers understood the desires of slaves to build and maintain families and
exploited those very desires to ensure their capitalistic goals were met. Bankers and
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creditors cared not about the struggles that cotton plantation owners endured, and slave
owners often threatened slaves with potential sale if profits were not gained. The rigid
timetables established by bankers and creditors worked against the establishment and
maintenance of enslaved families. It was a tension evident throughout antebellum
slavery, but most certainly in the years from the beginning of the nineteenth century to
the end of the 1830s.
In those early “Flush Times” of the establishment of the cotton frontier, constant
instabilities and tensions stood as trademarks in the economic and social lives of both
enslavers and the enslaved labor force. The era was marked by unrealistic expectations of
immediate success and often-resulting crop failures. After a fruitless year of cotton
planting, James Polk had to decide the fate of his slaves on his Mississippi planation. He
could send them back to his second planation in Tennessee or sell them. His brother
advised him to cut his losses and sell his slaves in Mississippi. The price of slaves was
remarkably higher in the new land, due to the lower numbers of slave laborers available,
and profits could be enormous. After being pulled from their families in Tennessee, the
familial and social lives of Polk’s slaves were meaningless when measured against the
capitalistic desires of the Polk family.25
In the years from 1800 to end the 1830s, the states of the Deep South stood
marked by new experiences and, often, chaos, for enslaved families in the United States.
A specific demographic pulled from the reaches of the Upper South plodded to an
uncertain life often in stretches of land in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia. They
25
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endured severe heartache in the leaving of family, faced death on the dangerous trip
‘down South’, and were forced into new living scenarios with strangers. These
experiences in the early years of the nineteenth century shaped the formation of enslaved
family, social networks, and alliances. It was a generation unlike any before, a generation
enduring untold pressures who build new lives numerous times and who survived in the
wild land of the “Old Southwest’.
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CHAPTER 5
The Building and Rebuilding of Enslaved Families and Social Networks on the
Antebellum Cotton Frontier

Enslaved families forced into new lives and social circumstances in the ‘Second
Middle Passage’ began rebuilding family structures to provide comfort, social support,
and for survival upon arrival in the new land. Leaders were born and rose to meet the
needs of social units in which they were plunged. Leaders in those deep southern states,
often differing from those in the Upper South, were younger due to the specific
demographic needed for cotton cultivation. Slaves contributed to the unit, they forged
relations built on trust, but if expectations were not met or trust was not gained or broken,
those social and familial units could be severed. When slaves were pulled from their
families and from generations of familial expectations and traditions, they had the
opportunity to build something new, something that suited them in their brutal new
environment. In the early years of the establishment of the cotton frontier, largely from
1800 to the late 1830s, social networks and families assembled and reassembled without
the generational influence and advice that older generations, including grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and the like, could provide. These new families and social relationships
resembled their old families and networks in some ways, but in many instances slaves on
the cotton frontier built new social and intimate relations, families and alliances that met
their needs for physical, emotional, and social survival. These were a people set apart,
they rebuilt their social lives on their own terms.
No one embodied this rebuilding more than Charles Ball. Ripped from his family
at the age of twenty-six in 1806, he was a married father to two young children under the
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age of 5. Forced to migrate to a Georgia cotton plantation from his home in Maryland,
Ball spoke of growing up with his mother, father, and grandfather, a slave directly from
Africa. His father ran away in his childhood years, and Ball was raised with his mother
and grandfather providing familial support and transferring their culture to him.1 Being of
strong back and demeanor in his mid-twenties, Ball was stripped of these connections and
plunged into a new life on a cotton field in Southwest Georgia. Sold from Maryland, he
accompanied 51 other slaves, 32 men and 19 women on the harsh trip to Georgia, on to
new land ready to offer its owner a fortune in cotton. In an iron collar and heavy chains,
he trudged to his new home.2
Charles Ball and many slaves like him forged new relationships on the journey to
the cotton frontier, relationships based on need. Ball recalled meeting two young
pregnant women while in the confines of a slave trader. The men and women traveling
with him cared for him and they began to form a nurturing relationship, a tenuous
alliance. When the two women were sold away together from the group they bitterly
cried and mourned their parting. Ball describes that the group went to the women and
“bade them a last farewell.” Though they knew each other a short amount of time, the
perilous and emotional circumstances of the forced trip forged relations quickly. Northup
developed a strong alliance with another slave while being transported from Maryland to
the slave market in New Orleans. He remarked that he trusted this man much more than
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any other slave on the transport, as slaves occasionally betrayed one another to the
captain or to improve their condition. When his friend, Robert, died of small pox on the
boat, Northup was despondent.3
Though forced into new familial relations slaves navigated these new
circumstances on their own terms. In 1806, Charles Ball recalled when was placed into a
new home on a Georgia cotton planation with slaves he did not know. He found himself
housed in a cabin with a husband, wife, and two children. Ball wrote that, “I proposed to
her and her husband, whose name was Nero, that whilst I should remain a member of the
family, I would contribute as much toward its support as Nero himself.” This proposition
was accepted, and they agreed that they should share the goods and food of the household
as long as they lived together on the plantation. Though the agreement rings of a cold
business arrangement, Ball spoke fondly of Nero and his family, referring to them as his
family.
Louis Hughes, a slave on a Northern Mississippi cotton plantation in the early
1840s came to care for the people on his plantation, seeing them as his family. One
particular slave, Tom, became dear to him. Louis and Tom secretly learned to read and
write together, spending time at night sharing knowledge and friendship. After many
letters to his mother in Virginia, Tom decided to run away. He unsuccessfully tried
convincing Louis join him on his endeavor. When Tom left, Louis was terribly dismayed.
He remarked, “I was sad to see him go for he was like a brother to me.”4 Many slaves
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created new families from those people they lived with on the cotton frontier. People
from which they shared their lives, their dreams, and their sense of profound loss.
Torn away from social patterns prevalent in the Upper South, slaves in the cotton
frontier found new means of establishing leadership. With the absence of many older
slaves, younger slaves filled those roles. They filled a need for leadership and built new
social patterns to suit their distinct needs.5 In the Upper South enslaved families included
several older members such as older fathers and mothers, uncles and aunts, and
grandparents. Leadership roles among slaves living together were often filled with those
older slaves, slaves with more life and learned experience. Historian John Blassingame
writes of older slaves as leaders in the slave quarter and how they transferred information
and advice to younger members of the community. He explains that older slaves told
tales which, “represented the distillation of folk wisdom and were used as an instructional
device to teach young slaves how to survive.”6 This reality is never more evident than
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when Fredrick Olmstead, a white traveler in the Upper South of Virginia, wrote of a slave
who stole jewelry from her owner. She denied the theft but was promptly caught
attending church services with the stolen items arrayed on her person. When confronted
with her theft she replied, “Don't say I's wicked; ole Aunt Ann says it allers right for us
poor colored people to 'popiate whatever of de wite folk's blessins de Lord puts in our
way."7 Olmstead further describes that, “Old Aunt Ann was a sort of mother in the
colored Israel of the town.”8 She acted as a mother figure for the young of the area, her
age and experience gave her the respect and the leadership experience that the younger
generation followed with great trust. This was a hallmark of the enslaved experience in
the more established regions of the upper eastern coast of the U.S.
Slave grandparents imparted wisdom and learned experience into the lives of
younger slaves. Frank Bell spoke fondly of this grandfather who offered advice to save
him the heartaches and pains that he had suffered. He recalled that his grandfather sat him
on his lap and said, “Son…sho’ hope you never have to go through the things your ole
grandpa done bin through.”9 He was able to share wisdom to benefit Bell, to offer
leadership obtained through years of enslavement, an experience that slaves in the Deep
South often did not have. Byrl Anderson also remembered the words of his grandmother
and how they formed the essence of his moral character. He remembered when she heard
him use profanity and chastised him, “’That’s a bad word son. You mustn’t say bad
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words, the Bad Man ‘ill get you’ Grandma knew all about the devil and taught me all
about him.” 10
Slaves on the cotton frontier began the work of establishing social relations and,
potentially, family when they arrived in the cotton South, a family that lacked older
generational influence. One particular slave who built a new type of family or social
alliance was Jourden H. Banks. Banks was a slave born in Rockingham County, Virginia
in 1833.11 When his master died, Banks at the age of twenty was sold on the auction
block in Richmond. He was sold to S. S. M'Kalpin of Greene County, Alabama for $1484
along with twenty-eight other slaves in 1853. M’Kalpin had recently bought land that he
intended to use for cotton cultivation, and in addition, he accepted a contract to finish
three miles of railroad track 40 miles away from his farm in Greene County. He intended
to use his new slaves to lay a crop of corn in the Spring, complete the railroad contract in
the fall and winter, and bring them back to his new farm the following Spring to begin
cotton cultivation. Banks detailed the arduous trip to his new home, they traveled
through, “North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia, into Alabama, all by rail, till we
got to Montgomery. At this place we took a steamer and went 110 miles…from this we
went by land some thirty miles to M'Kalpin's old farm, where we met as newcomers with
all his old hands.”12
Banks described the slaves at his new home to be mostly men who were young,
slaves with which he would build a new social network, a network that would serve to
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protect him and whom he would protect from the ravages of enslavement. He explained
that the “young men who were not more than nineteen or twenty looked like men forty or
fifty years old… Let it be remembered that in this region a generation of slaves is
completely used up in eight years.”13 M’Kalpin had a large cotton farm with roughly 100
slaves. Male slaves were the often the ones chosen to carve out the ground for new cotton
cultivation, and M’Kalpin’s early slave population reflected this. Placed in a cabin with
five other men, he quickly got to know those around him and began building
relationships.14
Banks quickly established himself in a leadership role within his new enslaved
community. He moved with several other slaves to complete the railroad building
contract on a railroad 40 miles away from the cotton plantation he was to work on.
M’Kalpin frequently visited to ensure that they were working and not causing trouble or
making any ill plans. Upon one visit M’Kalpin made a rule that slaves must assist in
disciplining of other slaves, inflicting punishment upon them. Banks, though only in his
early twenties at the time, took the role of a leader within the slave quarters. Typically, as
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seen in the Upper South, this role would be reserved for older male slaves, as Banks’s
own father was the leader of the slave quarter in Virginia. Banks, however, assumed this
leadership role and discussed the new rules set in place with the other slaves. He told
them that they must not raise their hand against another slave and should, therefore,
disobey M’Kalpin’s edicts.15
It is in this story that we see a different organization of people, a family, that was
developed on the cotton frontier. This grouping was one living and functioning as a
family though not related by blood. This was a creative alliance without female
participation, it was a partnership of men with a strong leader, a father-figure per say.
This father figure, in marked difference from the bonds of slavery left in the Upper
South, was a young man. A man who took a natural leadership position out of need and
because of his inherent strength. It was this strength that led his new type of social
grouping to respect him.16 This is an excellent example of the multiplicities of family and
social partnerships that existed in the antebellum Deep South. It is important to note that
though there were some instances of male dominated enslaved labor forces and
particularly a lack of enslaved nuclear families, as historian Brenda Stephens describes in
antebellum Virginia, those social units most often included older slaves including
grandparents.17 Banks’s social alliance was comprised of younger men.
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Banks’s role as leader to the men in his alliance quickly was put to the test. When
a fellow slave, Ben, was to be whipped for supposedly laughing at the overseer, the
overseer demanded that Banks assist. True to his word, Banks spoke out and refused.
Though surprised, the overseer asked the other slaves to assist in the whipping. The other
slaves each placed a hand on Ben, so as to say to M’Kalpin that they did not directly
disobey the overseer, but they refused to whip him as the overseer demanded and refused
to forcefully hold him down for his undeserved punishment. They listened to what Banks
had requested of them and took his commands to heart as their leader and father-figure.18
Unsurprisingly, the infraction that Banks committed was not to go unpunished.
M’Kalpin, who by this time had joined the fray, bristled at Banks’s refusal to assist in
punishing Ben and decided to have him whipped. The overseer, in following the
commands of M’Kalpin, attempted to get the other slaves to aid in the punishment of
Banks. Banks explained that the overseer, “called to the other men to come and assist
him. The men gathered around me, but they all remembered what I had said the day
before, that I would kill any man of them who should assist in overpowering me, and they
were very shy. The overseer, however, shouted them on, and yet they did not take hold of
me.”19
Though likely to feel the vengeance of M’Kalpin for their refusal to submit, these
slaves followed the direction of their leader. A young leader, a leader that came to power
in the distinct circumstances that arose in this new land of the cotton South. It is in this
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example one notes that family or a familial alliance, the social network that slaves built,
was the first line of defense against the attacks in various forms from enslavers.
The early days on the cotton frontier brought up leaders regardless of sex. Sally
was another leader born in the Upper South in 1796 and who had her resolve tested in the
fertile grounds of Alabama. Sally was born and raised in Fayetteville, NC. At the young
age of seventeen she was hired out to a man who allowed her to pay him to, essentially,
live free. She hired herself out, paying him six dollars a month to live in her own home
and to earn her own income cooking and sewing. This worked well for her for five years,
until her owner fell on hard times in 1819 and sold her to slave speculator, Mr. Leland, in
Alabama. She lived in Northern Alabama with the Leland family for a year until, due
financial hardships, she was sold again to planter close to Mobile named Mr. Cone in
1820. Cone’s farm was small with fewer slaves being owned. One of the older slaves,
Eve, who had earned a place of privilege on the plantation, immediately took a dislike to
Sally, speaking badly about her and mistreating her when given the chance.
Typically, slave families and social networks laid deep respect and privilege at the
feet of older slaves, but the cotton frontier was wild and a place that family and social
networks could be reimagined, especially by brave souls who were ready to lead.20 Sally
refused to be cowed by Eve’s demands and spoke up to her owner about her ill treatment
at Eve’s hand. She informed Eve she would no longer be listening to her and that she
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would be leading the cooking herself in the kitchen. Though Eve sought vengeance
against Sally, she prevailed and supplanted the typical slave hierarchy, finding her own
way and establishing her own place in a new land.21
This breaking from traditional standards of listening and obeying elders is a clear
break from practices in the Upper South. Though Sally’s insubordination could be an
aberration in behavior and not the norm, the simple lack of elderly slaves present to lead
other women in the Deep South was what made the cotton frontier so distinct. Brenda
Stephenson writes about slave women in Virginia explaining, “Elderly slave women who
had lived in the quarters for years, particularly where adult females were in the majority,
were accorded great respect. Their long lives and wisdom assumed derived from it, their
years of service to their families, and their knowledge of their community’s history were
the basis for their authority.”22 It was this lack of elderly females with generational
knowledge and the respect that came with that aged experience that was lacking in the
cotton frontier. Sally may have taken advantage of the situation, a situation with few
older slaves living on the plantation, acting outside of the norm, she could then
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circumvent typical accepted female slave behavior. She was leader in her own life in
ways that she might not have been able to be in the Upper South.
It was not just in the kitchen that Sally led. She has been sold from Fayetteville,
North Carolina with a ten-year old girl, Charlotte. Charlotte stayed with Sally throughout
the trials and sales of the journey south and Sally raised her as her own daughter. Sally
also became a mother-figure to a male slave, Nero. He listened to her wisdom and did
what he could to assist her in eventually contacting her family from North Carolina.
Though Charlotte and Nero were not hers by blood, she cared for them and led them,
creating her new family in the cotton frontier, a family that followed her rules.23
The new world of cotton cultivation in rare instances, afforded some slaves with
more freedom to establish autonomous leadership roles and build a social network that
was quite unique. One instance, which admittedly was not the norm for the time period or
the region, involved the slaves from an Alabama cotton plantation owned by William
Jemison. He issued a proclamation to his slaves on January 1, 1827, which announced
that they would be given, “two thirds of the corn and cotton made on the plantation as
much as what as will reward you for the sowing it. I will also furnish you with provisions
for this year. When your crop is gathered, one-third is to be set aside for me.” The slaves
were required to pay a fee to the overseer, who still served to manage the planation, pay
their own taxes, clothe themselves, and pay for their own medical care. He loaned them
the plantation tools and asked them to divide the proceeds after expenses equally. It was
Williams, Aunt Sally, 109-179. Sally’s remarkable tale has an even more remarkable ending.
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an experiment that allotted his slaves space to work as they would and to gain some
financial benefit from their labor. Though clearly not a regular occurrence in the Deep
South, as most slave owners sought tight and unrelenting control, the new fields of a
fertile land clearly established differing lives for those forced to labor in its confines.24
The slave states of the cotton South offered slaves many ways to lead that were
new and distinct to the region. Many optimistic potential plantation owners moved to the
area with little money in hopes of making a fortune in the ‘white gold’ of cotton. Some
had little funds with which to begin their journeys. Charles Thompson, a slave born in
1833 and raised in Mississippi was hired to work on a small farm owned by a Mr.
Dansley. Dansley had scarce the money to afford a work force of slaves, so he hired
hands who were available in addition to the two slaves that he owned, two female house
slaves. Thompson was hired in addition to several other hired-out slaves and white
workers whom he deemed “white trash” due to their lazy ways and poor moral
character.25 Thompson had covertly learned to read and write and served Danley in
keeping track of the cotton picked by slaves daily. Due to his experience and confidence,
Thompson was given the position of “boss” at Danley’s farm. He wrote specific rules that
should be followed as he supervised the entirety of the work force, both white and black.
He wrote, “This was a new kind of position for me, and it required considerable thought
and management for me to get matters properly arranged in my mind. "Bossing" white
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hands and working with them, so as to make their labors profitable for my employer, was
no easy task.”26 In the cotton frontier, slaves could make lives that might have seemed
impossible in other areas of the United States. Due to the lack of available help in the
area, Thompson was able to leverage his experience and persona to gain a highly elevated
position. A position which afforded him favor, power, and privilege. He built a different
life on the cotton frontier, one that he fashioned and built himself.
Thompson earned a place of leadership both within the social network on the
Danley farm and throughout the entire neighborhood. He stayed on at Danley’s for a year
and began preaching to the slaves and workers on the farm, as he was well-versed in the
Bible. Others in the neighborhood began to hear of this preaching and also came on
Sundays to hear his sermons. He explained, “I had the goodwill and confidence of the
hands, both white and black, who worked under me, and was an instrument in the hands
of God in spreading the religion of Jesus Christ in the neighborhood.”27 He functioned in
a leadership role throughout the neighborhood, one of an advisor and father-figure. This
is remarkable as his family included not only black hired hands and slaves, but white
workers as well.
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To the misfortune of slaves, slave owners of the Deep South, much like owners in
the more established Upper South, sought to quell slaves’ ability to lead, even within the
most intimate parts of their lives, including the deprivation of the choice of who slaves
could marry. Owners attempted to create new families for their slaves, completely
disregarding slaves’ desires and choices. Moved to a new plantation where they knew no
one and forced into accommodations and relationships with strangers, slaves found
family forced upon them, yet another power dynamic existing in grounds of the ‘Old
Southwest’. Henry Watson, a slave born in Virginia in 1813 and forced to Mississippi as
a teenager in the late 1820s, explained how his owner chose marriage partners for his
slaves, depriving them of the most fundamental of human rights. He explained that if a
slave of marriageable age left the plantation either by sale or death, that slave was
replaced and a marriage between the new slave and an existing one on the plantation was
arranged. There was no input requested or given by the those being forced into the union.
His owner explained that they must care for each other and do marital duties such as
cooking and washing clothes or carrying in firewood for each other. After announcing
these duties, his owner, “would then pronounce them man and wife, and say to them, ‘If
you fail to perform any of the duties I have mentioned, you will be flogged severely.’”28
An account of a slave owned by a Dr. Gale of Mississippi echoed this heartbreaking
narrative. She explained that slave owners would, “buy a fine girl and then a fine man
and put them together like cattle.” She further detailed how her own mother at the age of
fifteen was forced into a marriage with an older slave man, a man she did not choose, and
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eventually birthed fourteen children from the union.29 Nelson Dickerson, a slave on a
Mississippi cotton plantation, recalled the story his mother told him. Sold to a new
owner, a Mr. Alford, she was taken to her new home and introduced to the man who
would become her husband. Alford said, “Jacob [Nelson’s father], I brung you a good
woman, take her an’ live wid’ her, an’ dat is de way my pappy mar’ied my mammy.”30
Their union brought five children and they did stay together, which was not the case for
all slaves in forced marital relations.
The practice of choosing marriage partners or at the very least approving marriage
partners of slaves in the Deep South was a continuation of a slave owner practice in the
Upper South. There are several instances of slave owners throughout the U.S. attempting
to control the totality of a slave’s existence. Virginia slave Levi Pollard explained that
though the slaves on his farm could pick their marriage partner, they had to obtain the
owner’s permission to wed. He recalled, “Den [you] go to Mars en ax him ifen you ken
have her. If Mars like dat couple den he says yes.”31 Historian Jacqueline Jones explains,
“white men and women at times seized the opportunity to manipulate slave martial
choices for economic reasons on one hand, out of seemingly sheer high-handedness on
the other.”32 Historian Eugene Genovese suggests that the slave owner practice of
29
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choosing a marriage partners for slaves within one plantation discouraged slaves from
finding partners on differing plantations, and thus avoiding the need those slaves to leave
and visit one’s spouse and family outside of the bounds of the owner’s property.33 These
invasive practices carried on into the stretches of the Deep South and were one of the
aspects of slave ownership that did not change as a result of the migration south.
The practice of controlling marriage partners, approving marriages, and even
divorce was an exercise that slave owners in the Deep South saw as a duty. In the early
1860s, William Minor, a cotton planter in Louisiana, explained to his overseer strict rules
for slaves on his plantation. He wrote, “Marriage must not take place until after a month’s
notice of the intentions to be given by both parties. Divorce can only take place after
similar notice. Parties divorces cannot remarry without agreeing to receive 25 lashes …
for the privilege of parting.”34
Though slave owners sought to control such intimate relations in slaves’ lives,
slaves on the cotton frontier resisted and often formed unions regardless of owner
approval. Peter Still, a slave residing on an Alabama cotton plantation with his brother
Levin in the late 1830s, described how Levin fell in love with a slave on a neighboring
plantation named Fanny and sought his owner’s approval to wed. His owner flatly
refused the request stating, “Levin, I can't let one of my boys have a wife at such a place
as that. So don't talk any more about it. You can hunt up another girl that will suit you
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better.” He disapproved of his neighbor, thinking him to be a man of poor character and
thus, so must be his slaves. Levin, however, refused to allow his owner such control over
his life. Peter further explains that, “For some time [Levin] hesitated, but at last love
conquered; and without the approbation of his master, he took the lively Fanny for his
wife.”35 Peter, himself, circumvented his owner’s wishes and married his chosen bride,
Vina, while his owners were away traveling, thus unable to give their permission for the
marriage. In thinking to himself, Peter explained that “he felt that he was, himself, a man.
Was he not twenty-five years old and had he not a right to marry?”36 His owners were
indeed angry when they learned of his nuptials but failed to break apart the union. Peter
and his wife, Vina, stayed together through slavery and eventual freedom until they were
parted by death. William Grose, relocated to New Orleans and later Alabama, also
resisted the will of this owner in regard to whom he would marry. His owner brought an
enslaved woman to him and assigned her as his wife. William’s owner ordered, “That is
your wife,” William explained, “I was scared half to death, for I had one wife whom I
liked, and didn’t want another.” William wrote to his wife in Virginia explaining his new
circumstances, she, being a free woman, traveled to New Orleans and sought work there
to be close to her husband. Eventually, his wife was forced to leave the city by his master,
but it is clear that he retained his marital commitment to the woman he chose to marry
and not the one he was coerced into relations with by his owner.37
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Slaves in the cotton South may have understood the power that they held and used
that power in instances such as rejecting a marriage partner. The nature of cotton
cultivation was incredibly labor intensive and the price of replacing a run-away slave,
who might have run away due to unhappiness, was remarkably expensive. The price for a
prime male field hand in the Deep South fluctuated between $700 to $1300 dollars.38 The
notion that slaves felt they could indeed circumvent their owners’ desires and edicts
regarding marriage partners may have had a direct correlation to the need owners had for
an enslaved labor force.
Slaves often rejected the notion of a slave owner arranged marriage as legitimate
and refused to let that forced decision impact the life of their own design. Charles
Thompson, a slave on a Mississippi in the 1850s, recalled the marriage of his Uncle Ben,
who resided in Memphis. Ben was a preacher and introduced Thompson to his new wife,
a different wife than the one Thompson previously had met. He explained, “Upon further
inquiries I learned that Ben had taken another wife. This may seem rather criminal, and
may appear to be a clear case of bigamy against uncle Ben; but when it is remembered
that masters compelled their slaves to live together as man and wife, without ceremony,
for the purpose only of breeding children, and that Ben had no say in the matter, he will
be held blameless.”39 Thompson and Ben were deeply religious and having more than
one wife would be seen as a sin within their Christian faith. Taking control of the
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legitimacy of marriages of their own choosing, and consequently delegitimizing
marriages outside of that scope had a piercing impact not only on the social lives of
slaves on the cotton frontier, but on their religious lives as well.
Marital unions and female reproduction were of the utmost importance to slave
owners and one of the most invasive and dangerous practices for enslaved women in the
entirety of the U.S. Slave owner meddling in the intimate lives of slaves, again, was a
continuity between slave owning in the Upper South and slave owning in the cotton
frontier. When the status of a slave child became wholly dependent upon the status of the
mother, slave owners became extraordinarily invested in enslaved women producing
more enslaved children.40 This change in children’s status coupled with the illegality of
the transatlantic slave trade passed with the Act Prohibiting the Importation of Slaves in
1807 increased slave owners’ influence in slaves’ most intimate parts of life.41 If slave
women did not reproduce, they could be punished or even sold. Their worth largely
resided in their fertility, infertile women or women beyond the age of childbirth faced
tenuous circumstances and the danger of their status was apparent. Berry Clay, whose
mother lived as a slave on a large Georgia cotton plantation, recalled that his mother’s
owner, “requested, or rather demanded, that [slave women] be fruitful. A barren woman
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was separated from her husband and usually sold.”42 Isaiah Green, who lived on the
Georgia cotton plantation of Dick Willis confirmed that infertile women often discovered
themselves on the auction block. Green described that, “a greedy owner got rid of those
who didn't breed. First, however, he would wait until he had accumulated a number of
undesirables, including the aged and unruly.”43 Slave owners in the Upper South and the
Mid-West, like those in the Deep South, certainly saw the financial value in a selfreproducing labor force. This is evidenced in the travel account of Frederick Law
Olmstead who journeyed from the Upper South to the slave states of the Deep South.
Communicating what a slaveowner explained to him, he described:
“In the States of Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, Kentucky,
Tennessee and Missouri, as much attention is paid to the breeding and growth of
negroes as to that of horses and mules. Further South, we raise them both for use
and for market. Planters command their girls and women (married or unmarried)
to have children; and I have known a great many negro girls to be sold off,
because they did not have children. A breeding woman is worth from one-sixth to
one-fourth more than one that does not breed.”44

The great need for a reproducing enslaved labor force to cultivate cotton in the
Deep South drove many slave owners to couple slaves together regardless of their interest
or desires. Berry Clay detailed, “Courtships were very brief, as soon as a man or woman
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began to manifest interest in the opposite sex, the master busied himself to select a wife
or a husband and only in rare cases was the desire of the individual considered.”45
Some slave women in the cotton South, however, cleverly built lives of their own
design, choosing who they might marry regardless of owner pressure or input. Nancy,
a Louisiana slave, discovered that her owner, Mr Buckham, had chosen a husband, Tip,
for her. Tip, a young strong man, and Nancy, a feisty young woman of seventeen, would
produce many strong children, a profitable match for Buckham. Nancy, though, had no
feelings for Tip, flatly refusing any type of sexual relationship with him.
Tip told Buckham of her refusal, after which she was beaten. Regardless of
the punishment, she refused relations with Tip. Tip, knowing her stubbornness would
lead to future beatings, felt badly for his role in her pain and agreed with Nancy to
fool Buckham. The ruse would entail Tip and Nancy staying in the cabin, pretending to
live together with the intent of having children, yet Tip slept on the floor and acquiesced
to Nancy’s will. They lived like this for some time, until Buckham came to the
conclusion that Nancy was infertile. As a result, he allowed Nancy to live with any
partner on plantation she chose, since she could not produce children. Nancy chose to live
with a man she loved and married him. This union, the one she chose and designed
herself, produced children.46
Enslaved women sometimes ended the relationships they had on the cotton
frontier, exerting their will and power over their own lives and families. They made
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decisions that occasionally even slave owners accepted and observed. One enslaved
woman was wed to a slave on a neighboring plantation in Tennessee. When her
husband’s owner sought to purchase her so that she could relocate to Mississippi with her
husband, as her husband was being moved, she refused. She explained that she no longer
cared for her husband and instructed him to move without her, essentially asking for a
marital separation. Her husband’s owner did not pursue the matter, honoring her
wishes.47
The value of an enslaved woman in the deep recesses of the cotton frontier was
not lost on slave owners. Frederick Olmstead quotes notorious slave owner Thomas
Ruffin explaining the value of an enslaved woman in building individual and generational
wealth, “A gang of slaves on a farm will increase to four times their original number in
thirty or forty years. If a farmer is only able to feed and maintain his slaves, their increase
in value may double the whole of his capital originally invested in farming before he
closes the term of an ordinary life.”48 John Reed, the son of a Georgia cotton planter,
described the value of enslaved women in the most impersonal terms, “slaves were not
only money-making laborers, but also things of valuable property, which of themselves
multiplied as dollars do at compound interest.”49 It is in this reality that one can see the
tension that capitalism built within enslavers: on one hand enslavers have a deep
commitment to slaves long term as they were a reproducing asset, and on the other hand
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their commitment to slaves was negligible as they were not seen as full human beings
with human rights, for example, they could be sold for any fickle cause.
Regardless of the capitalistic tensions and desires of slave owners, enslaved
women fought for and won control within their own lives. Historians, Emily West and
Erin Shearer write, “Well aware of the tensions their dual roles as workers and
reproducers caused slaveholders, enslaved women sought to wrench a degree of control
over their lives by prioritizing their children above all others and seeking to control their
fertility in the face of slaveholder exploitation.”50 Historian Jacqueline Jones writes,
“[Enslaved women’s] attention to the duties of motherhood deprived whites of full
control over them as field laborer, domestic servants, and ‘brood-sows.’”51
Many slaves of the Deep South disregarded slave owners desire to legitimize their
unions, overlooking the need for their owners’ consent and thus invoking owners’
judgement of their unions as immoral. One Mississippi planter resigned himself to will of
his slaves in this regard explaining, “As to their habits of amalgamation and intercourse, I
know no means whereby to regulate them, I attempted to for many years by preaching
virtue and decency, encouraging marriages, and by punishing, with some severity,
departures from martial obligations, but it was all in vain.”52 Regardless of punishment,
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slaves forged romantic and sexual relations of their choosing. Their stubbornness to
define their own intimate lives could, as evidenced, bend the will of their owner.
Childrearing and childminding practices in the Deep South reflected the unique
experiences of slaves torn from Upper South as well. Historian Damian Pargas writes of
the childrearing practices in Fairfax County, Virginia explaining that in assigning the task
of caring for young, enslaved children, “Elderly family members were preferred, as they
usually had experience in caring for children. Their significant contribution to child
rearing reinforced kinship ties, as young enslaved children were socialized by authority
figures other than their mothers and fathers.”53 Historian Wilma King writes of child
minding in Virginia and South Carolina explaining that it was job given to slaves who
were older, infirmed, or physically disabled.54 Historian Brenda Stevenson writes of
mature slave nurses in Virginia, “slave nurses especially were important authority figures
at various stages of a slave youngster’s development.”55 The differing nature of
remarkably less elderly family members due to the nature of labor in the cotton frontier
changed this dynamic in the Deep South. Enslaved mothers often carried their children
with them, placed them on the ground at the edge of the field they were working, or left
them at home, where they would come check on them throughout the day. Sally, a slave
on a cotton plantation in Alabama in the 1820s was heartbroken when faced with the
choice of what to do with her newborn. Her son Issac wrote, “When she was able to
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return to her work, she could not bear to leave her baby behind her to be neglected, so she
tied him into her dress, and carried him with her to the field.”56 Two years later, when she
had another child, she kept both children with her in the field. As Issac explains, “one
[child] was placed securely in her bosom, and the other fastened to the skirt of her dress,
which was rolled up in front to make a resting place for him.”57 Sally watched a nursing
newborn and a two-year old child while still tending to her duties in the field. Through
this method, Sally ensured that her children were provided adequate care, but they were
also not given the knowledge and wisdom that older slave nurses might impart to them.
In no way did this diminish the love and care they received; it was merely a different
scenario, one absent of the generational knowledge and experience imparted by elderly
caretakers. This stood as a common experience in the early years of the cotton frontier,
notably from 1800 to the 180s, the years before an enslaved generation aged. They were a
group who adapted and built a life of their own, caring for their children in the best ways
they knew how with the resources they were allowed.
The transfer of knowledge and the lack of that transfer cannot be overlooked.
Winger Vanhook, a slave on a farm outside of Nashville, Tennessee recalled that the
enslaved cook, Mammy, acted as a surrogate mother for the enslaved children, while their
parents worked in the field or were hired out away from the farm. She spoke of Mammy
teaching them manners. As Vanhook explains, “She also taught us Vanhook chillun to
read a rite.” Mammy took this role as a teacher and imparter of knowledge seriously and
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if children did not learn their reading lessons, she disciplined them with a switch.58 Older
slaves also passed on vital information regarding medical care and medicinal cures.
Historian Wilma King writes, “Slaves also dispensed traditional remedies passed down
from the older generation.”59 The absence of an older generation, a generation that held
valuable knowledge from an abundance of life experiences, was not often available as a
resource for the early population of slaves in the cotton South. As a result, those early
generations of younger slaves made do with knowledge they held, they carved their own
way and made lives distinct from the enslaved experience of the Upper South. This truth
is evident when looking at the lives of enslaved children in the region.
Enslaved children, in the absence of older enslaved nurses, cared for younger
children as best they could in the deep southern states. A cotton planter from Marengo
County, Alabama discussed his thoughts in 1854 about enslaved children as nursemaids,
“my experience is, that small nurses have been the cause of death, and many cripples
among infants which would not have occurred if the old and invalid grown negroes of the
plantation had been put to nursing.”60 A Mississippi cotton planter, echoed these thoughts
as he explained that one of the children on his plantation died suddenly when under the
care of another child. The toddler sadly, choked to death.61 Of course, children must not
be blamed for poor treatment of babies or toddlers, they were mere children themselves
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with great responsibility thrust upon them with little to no knowledge or experience, and
planters in the Deep South were quick to pass along undeserved judgement and disdain.
Most accounts reveal that enslaved children nursemaids cared deeply about their charges
and strove to show love. Historian Eugene Genovese remarks, “the narratives and other
admittedly fragmentary sources suggest that the [enslaved] children looked after each
other with considerable kindness and a healthy sense of responsibility.”62
Children also aided with childcare in the Upper South, but often they assisted
elderly enslaved nurses. Elderly slaves or older siblings tended to be the choice as
childcare providers. The number of slaves and slave children on individual plantations in
the Deep South often was higher than the number of slaves on agricultural holdings in the
Upper South. This was due to the labor-intensive nature of cotton cultivation, which
accounted for agricultural holdings with more slaves. The dwindling need for a large,
enslaved labor force in the Upper South was a direct result of the diminishing demand for
tobacco farmed in the Upper South and intense soil depletion because of that
cultivation.63 Historian Damian Pargas writes, “slaveholding size declined dramatically,
as planters increasingly got rid of surplus slaves. The percentage of slaves living on
plantations (holdings containing more than 20 slaves) was slashed from 42 per cent to
only 16 per cent between 1810 and 1860.”64 With a higher population of slaves in the
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Deep South, there were more children with which to care. The lack of older slaves to act
as caregivers, due to the specific demographic preferences for cotton cultivation, left
many children in the Deep South with this responsibility, more so than in the Upper
Southern states.
These are just some stories of the lives of the enslaved pioneering into waiting
fields of the Deep South. Taken away from families in the Upper South and cobbled
together with groups of other similar young people, the slaves of the cotton frontier faced
incredible difficulty and fierce trials. They experienced some of the most degrading
circumstances and intrusions into their lives, yet they survived and thrived. Deprived of
generational support in the form of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and elderly family
members the enslaved people of the Deep South built new families in distinct ways. They
built new traditions, served in new roles, and forged new ways to survive. They led and
followed each other; they built and rebuilt families on their own terms. They were a
generation set apart.
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CHAPTER 6
Hiring Out on the Cotton Frontier

The practice of hiring out slaves influenced the lives of slaves in the Deep South
as it created yet another new start, another arena in which slaves built and rebuilt social
networks and potentially family. It also was yet another way that slaves, themselves, built
lives of their own design and choosing. Though hiring out caused separation of family, it
also enlarged the enslaved network, both in terms of geography and social connection.
Hired-out slaves were not simply accepted in the plantation community or family they
were hired into, they had to establish trust and prove themselves. Some communities and
families required slaves to meet certain qualifications prior to acceptance, qualifications
that not all slaves met. Moreover, hired-out slaves did not simply integrate into new
enslaved communities and families in which they were hired immediately, they too
needed to measure the new social environment and decide to accept or reject those with
whom they were living. Slave owners sought to artificially build families and social
circles by arbitrarily placing them together, but slaves in the cotton frontier decided what
family and social circles meant to them, they strove to build relations on their own terms.
A discussion of how the practice of hiring out slaves influenced enslaved families and
their social milieu is not complete without a discussion of why slave owners hired slaves
out. Slave owners in the Deep South utilized the process frequently and for various
reasons. Enslavers often hired slaves out due to an excess in the enslaved labor force and
not having enough work on the plantation to keep them busy. Owners felt that if a captive
work force was not kept busy, then they would use that time to create mischief or even
rebel. Hiring out slaves also afforded owners an opportunity to make money on the
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excess of a labor force. This practice worked well with the varying level of labor needed
for cotton cultivation. An owner might hire a slave out in the winter to assist a neighbor
with various tasks. Frequently, when planters would newly arrive on the ready and of
Mississippi, Alabama, or Georgia, they hired out their enslaved labor base, as it took time
to establish a working farm. Israel Campbell’s owner, Mr. Crookesty, sold his farm in
Kentucky and moved to Mississippi to find his fortune in cotton. Upon arrival, he
realized that he had a large, enslaved labor force with little to do, as he decided to delay
his planned operations of farming. He hired out Campbell to a neighboring cotton planter,
Mr. Bellfer.1 Leonard Covington upon moving to Mississippi did, likewise, immediately
hiring out his entire enslaved labor force in 1808.2 This was a common practice in the
cotton frontier.
A more frequent cause of hiring out slaves was simply due to the capitalistic impulses
of the enslavers, they wanted to ensure they made maximum profits from their
investments, i.e., their slaves. In 1820, Thomas Childers hired out his slaves to James
Polk to pay outstanding debts he amassed. When he still had not paid the debt back to
Polk, Polk threatened to sell his “mortgaged slaves.” Childers promised to pay his debt
and desired to get his slaves back. It is not known if these slaves were sold, but clearly,
this practice further contributed to the instability of life for slaves on the cotton frontier.3
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Hiring out a slave to pay a debt could involve a long-term hiring-out time period. On
a cotton farm in Lauderdale County, Mississippi, two slaves, Jim and Lucy, were hired at
a considerable discount to repay a debt owed by their master. Both slaves hired out for
the term of seven years and returned to their owner after the allotted time.4
Yet another reason that slave might be hired out would be to pay a debt upon the
owner’s death. The Tennessee Supreme Court presided over the 1853 case Savage v.
Hale and Coggins and explained, “It is the duty of their guardian to take charge of the
slaves of a person dying intestate and hire them out.”5 Should a slave owner be dying or
deceased, it was the duty of those deemed the guardians of the estate immediately to hire
out the slaves to create income in which to pay the deceased person’s debts. This scenario
was most unstable for the slave(s) in question and contributed to the stress they endured.
Some slaves on the cotton frontier were hired out as a form of punishment for not
conforming to expected social behavior. A frequent runaway might be sent away from
friends and family as punishment and to relieve the owner of the disciplinary burden. On
James Polk’s cotton plantation in Yalobusha County, Mississippi, Harbert, a slave, was
frequently caught stealing and drinking and was hired out to a neighboring farm of a Mrs.
Frazier. Harbert was hired out along with his wife Matilda who also was seen as unruly.
They both frequently ran away from the Frazier household, even jumping out of a
second-floor window on one occasion to avoid being brought back to Frazier’s residence.
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Polk’s brother-in-law, Dr. Caldwell who was managing Polk slaves, hired Halbert and
Matilda to yet another neighbor, Ament, a bricklayer. Halbert ran away again, was
caught, and jailed and returned to Ament. Matilda and Halbert promised to stay with
Ament if they could stay together and they did so as Caldwell refused to bring them back
to Yalobusha, but also refused to sell them.6 If an owner could not control a slave, it was
common to hire them out.
It could be ascertained that slaves, to a measure, could control where they resided
through the hiring out process. Much like Halbert who was able to change his place of
residence based on his behavior, Addison, a slave who resided on the Yalobusha
plantation in 1845 also found a semblance of control through the hiring out process.
Addison ran away for four weeks until he came to Polk’s brother-law’s, Dr. Caldwell’s,
residence. Caldwell hired him out to a neighbor for a year and then returned him to
Yalobusha. Upon his return to the Mississippi plantation, Addison immediately ran away
again to Caldwell, who again hired him out to another neighbor.7
This method in gaining control in their own lives, building a life of their own
design, can be seen repeatedly in Polk’s slaves. This was just the case in the life of Ben, a
slave on Polk’s plantation in Tennessee.8 Ben worked under Polk’s hired overseer,
Ephraim Beanland, a man who was excessively cruel and demeaning to the slaves,
particularly Ben and fellow slave, Jim. Both slaves ran away to escape his harsh behavior
and were quickly recaptured. Beanland mercilessly whipped them and salted their
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wounds. Ben and Jim ran away to Polk’s Columbia, Tennessee estate, run by his brotherin-law, A.O. Harris, in his absence. Ben and Jim asked to stay with Harris or to be hired
away from Beanland. Ben flatly refused to return. Harris wrote to Polk explaining, “Ben
had resolved that he would not go back to Beanland again, and no inducement that we
could offer him appeared to have any effect in changing his determination.”9 Harris hired
Ben out to work at the Iron Works for $100 a year, bending to Ben’s will. Though he may
not have favored working in the Iron Works, it is clear that he did not want to return to
the abuse under Beanland. Ben utilized the hiring out system to maintain control in his
life and in his labor.
A common practice for jails in the antebellum era was to hire-out slaves instead of
keeping them interned in jail. This was a way that jailers could make money from the
slaves’ labor while releasing them from the burden of care. Betse, a slave owned by T.C.
Russell in Mississippi, was caught running away and jailed. She then was hired out to
J.L. Zimmer of Vicksburg until her owner could pay the fees associated with releasing
her from custody.10 Another example was Peter Sander, a runaway slave from Louisiana,
who was caught in Monroe County, Virginia. The jailer ran an advertisement letting his
owner know that he was hired out until his owner could come, claim him, and pay his
capture fees.11 This happened repeatedly. In Tennessee, Tom ran away from a farm
located off the Red River. He was captured outside of Hot Springs County, Arkansas and
immediately hired out there. The jailer wrote that Tom would stay hired out at this
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location until his owner from Tennessee came to collect him and pay all the fees
associated with his capture.12 This hiring out process again forced slaves to integrate into
new circumstances and to engage with new people.
Regardless of if a slave was jailed or on the plantation, the time periods that
slaves were hired out varied wildly from a few days to years. John Nevitt, a Mississippi
cotton planter, often hired out general laborers for a just day or two, more skilled labor
tended to be hired out for longer lengths of time. For instance, Nevitt hired out a
carpenter who would only to be gone for a couple weeks, which he remarked was a short
length of time.13 Nevitt also hired in slaves to do work on his cotton plantation. He hired
Louisender from Dr. Cox for $10 per month, in addition to, four enslaved women for
three months at $10 each per month. This was the height of cotton season on Nevitt’s
plantation so likely they were hired for picking and managing the cotton crop14 Times
hired in varied as well, as Nevitt hired in two female slaves of Mr. Collins, Hetty and
Lucy, for an entire year and returned them to Collins on Jan 1.15
Some slaves on the cotton frontier were hired out continually throughout their
lifetimes. William Webb, born in Georgia and later moved to Mississippi, was hired out
throughout Mississippi and as far as Kentucky. When he described his hiring out
experience, it was similar to being sold. He would go to the slave block on January first
of each year and would be auctioned off to the highest bidder, for one year at a time. He
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wrote, “We all stood up on a block to be cried off to the highest bidder; and there was a
great many mean slave-holders there, and it made me tremble every time they made a bid
for me, because I knew what kind of men they were.”16 This clearly shows that slaves
discussed with each other which enslavers were excessively cruel, or generally what to
expect at the plantations.
The experience of being hired out continually was not an experience unique to
William Webb on the cotton frontier. Israel Campbell, like Webb, was hired many times
throughout his life. At the age of nine in the 1830s, after his owner died, his owner’s
wife, in need of money, hired out her slaves. Campbell writes, “On New Year’s Day we
went to the auctioneer's block, to be hired to the highest bidder for one year.”17 Jack, a
34-year-old slave in Alabama, was hired out to one employer in 1828 for two years. For
the next six years he cycled through several employers, living a life of constant motion
and instability much like slaves who found themselves frequently placed on the
auctioneer’s block.18 This constant movement marked the lives of many slaves in the
Deep South. They had to continually forge relations with other slaves where they were
hired; it was unceasing and forced slaves to be incredibly adaptive.19
Some slaves were hired for years in one particular location. Susan Dabney
Smedes, a planter’s daughter from Hinds County, Mississippi, discussed how her father
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hired out two of his mechanics or carpenters to a planter in Raymond, ten miles away, for
several years before they returned to her home. Though the practice of hiring out for
years at a time was certainly not the average experience it did occur on large plantations,
where there was an excess of enslaved labor.20
Though the reasons and lengths of time varied for the hiring out experience, the
process forced slaves to move often and for various reasons, leading to instability. It was
a perpetual making and remaking of relations and lives, an accumulation of experience
and social circles. It might also have offered opportunity to run away. One particular
slave, Dick, was hired out many times in a short time period. He ultimately ran away
possibly due to the instability in his life or due to opportunity presenting itself through
the multiple moves and new experiences.21 William Edwards of LaGrange, Georgia hired
out several of his enslaved young males to work on the New Orleans and Jackson
Railroad. These slaves traveled extensive distance over an extended period of time. It was
while they were working on the railroad in Osaka, Mississippi that Willis Pyant had the
opportunity to run away.22 When slaves were hired out over such far geographic
distances, opportunities for escapes arose, opportunities that slaves like Pyant took.23
Being hired out ripped slaves away from family and friends and forced them with
employers who often had little regard about their lives and conditions. In 1809 Leonard
Covington wrote to his brother, Alexander, who recently moved to the Mississippi
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territory. He questioned his brother over the treatment of his slaves while they were hired
out, as Alexander immediately hired out his slaves on arrival in Mississippi. Leonard
writes that Alexander had “never been circumstantial as to the manner and terms of hiring
your people.”24 He remarked that Alexander had no notion if his slaves were being
overworked, underfed, and generally made “unprofitable.” He suggested that hiring them
out immediately upon their arrival would cause them to want to return to their home
plantation in Maryland. In making these observations and asking these questions, he
contemplated his own move from Maryland to the Mississippi territory with his own
slaves. Later, Leonard did indeed decide to move. Prior to his own move he inquired if he
too should hire out his slaves writing, “We feel great loss to determine in what way our
people would be best employed until we shall have joined them, Whilst we feel a
persuasion that hireing would probably yield us the best profit, we cannot be insensible to
the disadvantages which may attend such a plan.”25 Neither of the men stood concerned
about the emotional well-being of their slaves, but more so if hiring out would make
slaves less profitable for them, as hiring out inarguably greatly impacted slaves’ lives.
Historian Peter Kolchin writes, “Being hired out was not necessarily advantageous to
slaves. On one hand, it reduced their isolation and provided them with differing
experiences, but on the other it often took them away from friends and family and placed
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them under the authority of someone who lacked the owner’s incentive to treat them
decently.”26
Some employers while hiring out slaves greatly abused them, abuse that impacted
slaves for the rest of their lives. In 1858, Wellington was hired out to a man named Dr.
Charles Hestor in Louisiana by his owner. In 1858, Wellington ran away from the doctor
and was caught in Mississippi and promptly jailed. The jailer noted that Wellington had
numerous scars over his entire body, as well as the evidence of many dog bites. It is
unclear where Wellington endured the savage abuse, with the recent hiring out period, he
could have received it from Hester. Clearly, Wellington felt inclined while hired out to
run away.27 Another example of abuse a slave received while hired out was Billy, a
fourteen-year-old slave from Mobile Alabama. Billy was hired out in the 1830s to work
on the coast of New Orleans to work in various functions with the steamboats. Billy, after
being treated badly by his employer, ran away on one of the steamships. Billy’s face was
terribly scarred, and he was missing the forefingers on his right hand. After suffering
abuse and being offered opportunity to flee, he ran away.28
In a 1839 South Carolina Chancery Court case, Chancellor Johnson expressed
many of the feelings that southern slaveholders in the Deep South held about the
treatment of hired out slaves. He explained, “Hired slaves are commonly treated more
harshly, or with less care and attention, than those in possession of their owner. Their
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health is less attended to [and] they are less likely to increase.”29 An example of this was
Lucy’s treatment, a slave hired out in Bibb County, Alabama. Lucy was hired out to pay
a debt owed by her owner. While hired out for a term of seven years, she was abused and
severely maltreated. Her owner explained that Lucy has been “greatly injured & her value
greatly decreased.” Though his primary concern was his investment, not her well-being
as a person, it was often the case that hired slaves suffered abuse.30
Other slave owners felt that hiring-out was detrimental to the enslaved family
unit, a unit that they paternalistically lorded over and, financially, understood that more a
stable slave family often meant a more profitable slave. Susan Dabney, the daughter of
Thomas Dabney who owned an exceedingly large cotton plantation in Burleigh,
Mississippi explained that her father, “disapproved of hiring out servants; [that it] it broke
up families.”31
If a slave was hired out away from their family, some were able to maintain
communication, stretching the bonds of family. Harry was hired out by his owner in
Tennessee as a blacksmith to a planter in Carrolton, Mississippi. He wrote a letter home
to his master inquiring about the status of his family. There was line of communication
between he and his owner regarding his family.32 It was this line of communication that
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kept Harry’s family close in his heart. He knew what was happening both in his family
and in his social network at his home in Tennessee, though separated by distance, he
maintained his family and social relations.
Slaves, on occasion, were hired out continually over time to the same employer,
facilitating the building of relationships on two plantations. John Nevitt of Mississippi
often hired in the same slaves numerous times. This consistent process allowed slaves the
time to build those networks if they chose to do so. Owners cared little about the
opportunities hiring provided slaves, but slaves themselves utilized these processes for
their own benefit and gain. William Minor of Mississippi hired in the same slaves from
his brother’s plantation continually, these slaves could build social circles in both
plantations, a bridge between two separate regions.33 Jack, a slave from the estate of
Elizabeth Baldwin of Lauderdale County, Mississippi was hired out annually for several
months to James P. Hill, neighboring planter, consistently for eight years.34 These slaves
could build networks with other slaves on neighboring plantations, sharing information
about each circle with each other, sharing experiences and knowledge, and enabling
families to stretch through communication lines even when separated.
Though the length of time that a slave was hired out varied immensely, general
laborers often were hired in and out for short periods, often one to two-month terms of
service. This shorter-term hiring was prevalent in the busy periods of cotton cultivation.
Hands also could be hired to do short-term projects that might last a few days, such as
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hiring laborers to help build a barn, to haul lumber from the woods, or to repair a boat.
Blacksmiths, cotton gin operators, and coopers were hired to do skilled labor, often for
short terms of one week to a month or two at a time. John Nevitt of Mississippi hired in
Hassen, a carpenter, for $30/month to do repairs around his farm, several times, with each
term being one month. This short-term hiring of skilled labor was common on the cotton
frontier.35
Both general laborers and skilled laborers were hired out in the cotton South,
however, skilled laborers made more money for their owners, which in turn gave them
leverage in their own lives. Harry, a blacksmith hired out in Carrolton, Mississippi,
informed his owner that he could make more money being hired out in Mississippi and
attempted to procure additional contracts for hire in Mississippi himself. Using the
capitalistic desires of his owner for his own gain, Harry held a semblance of power in his
own life. Harry asked his owner to remember his eleven children, reminding his owner of
who they were by name.36 A request to remember is children could be seen as a request
for preferential treatment, as Harry was actively seeking ways to profit his owner. His
unique situation in hiring-out gave him power and gave him, in a sense, additional ways
to protect his family.
Harry was not alone in understanding how hiring-out could offer advantage.
Mariah, a slave of James Polk was hired out at a cotton plantation in Coffeeville,
Mississippi. She acquired the skill of weaving while hired out, thus moving her into the
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skilled labor category.37 Understanding the value of her new skills Mariah asked her
employer to write to Polk explaining, “Mariah wished me to inform her mistress that she
is worth at least $30 more than when she left Tennessee. She can spool, warp, and weave
and with a little more practice thinks she will make a first-rate weaver.”38 The new skill
and the ability to gain more money in hiring out afforded her more power and stability
with her owner, perhaps offering her preferential treatment and clearly making her less
likely to be sold. Obtaining a skill and utilizing it might have offered slaves methods to
protect themselves and their families, leveraging their new skills against the capitalistic
desires of their enslavers.
While hiring out did allow some freedoms in the lives of African Americans in
the Deep South, there was a gender and age component to who was marketable. Though
there was an equal mix of both genders hired, males hired out were often those with
particularly high-level skillsets such as carpenters, blacksmiths, etc. Women were more
often hired in and out as general laborers, thus commanding less for their labor.
Similarly, elderly slaves were hired out, but they commanded significantly less money
than those slaves in their prime years of labor. When Horatio Buxley died in Dallas
County, Alabama his guardian hired out his two slaves, Major and Lucy. Major was
nineteen years of age, while Lucy was sixty years old. Major was hired out for $125/
year, while Lucy hired for $40/year. The land that was rented for the year, as part of the
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estate, brought in a profit of $100/year, proving the inherent value of a hired-out slave
who would be able to labor in a maximum capacity.39
Enslaved children were hired out as well, though less often than older slaves. Two
slaves in Alabama, Hannah and Joe, had three sons, the oldest being eight years old. All
three of the boys were hired out for one year at a time, bringing in a revenue of three to
four hundred dollars a year to the owner.40 An ex-slave in Tennessee described her
experience of being hired out at the young age of six, and being forced to toil in corn and
cotton fields, doing field labor where her employer held little to no regard of her tender
age. She was only able to see her mother on rare occasions for terms of three or four
days.41 Though children often were not hired out until they were older, to provide heavier
labor, the hiring of children did occur, and it tore children from their parents, much like
the sale of slaves.
Though many historians have asserted that mainly men were hired out in the Deep
South, due to the frequency that skilled laborers were hired out, the sources do not fully
support this.42 John Nevitt of Mississippi hired in and out women frequently, as did the
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Amis Family.43 A wanted advertisement in the Woodville Republican, a Mississippi
newspaper, specifically asked for, “A Negro woman who was a ‘good cook, washer, and
ironer.”44 Cotton capitalists understood that women, as well as men, held intrinsic value
when hiring out.
In a much rarer occurrence, an entire family might be hired out to pay a debt. In
Franklin County, Alabama, a father, wife and two children were mortgaged to pay a
$530.00 judgement against the owner. Of course, one would think that the hiring of an
entire family would foster stability, as they were not separated, but while hired out the
hirer sought to sell the family off to another owner, negating the stability that the hiring
provided. Hiring out could result in sale easily, especially when slaves were mortgaged to
pay a debt.45
Hiring out was yet another intrusion that owners made in the enslaved family,
another artificial manipulation of the enslaved family that slaves mitigated. Sophia, who
was owned by Sarah Amis, moved to the Mississippi territory from North Carolina with
her mother Lethe. Sophia wrote often to Sarah’s daughter Bettie back in North Carolina
and inquired about people, enslaved and of the owner’s family, in North Carolina. Sophia
specifically was blatantly angry about be hired out in Mississippi, as she was forced to be
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hired out away from her mother, Lethe. She sharply wrote to Bettie stating, “I never knew
what it was to be negro of before to be hired to every rag tag & bob tail…” She explains
that she heard that Bettie was moving from North Carolina to Mississippi and asked
Bettie might hire her when she arrived. She resented that hiring out meant separation
from her mother.46
Though hiring out caused separation of family, it also widened the enslaved
communication network, socially and geographically. Richard was hired on the
steamboats doing commerce on the Mississippi River. While on the steamboats, Richard
had the opportunity to make several friends and social connections which likely
benefitted him when he ran away. In the runaway ad for Richard his owner wrote, “His
principal occupation through life, has been that of a house servant, though a part of last
year he was hired out on steam boats, and formed extensive acquaintance up and down
the Mississippi.”47 It was this social network of friends whom Richard made while hired
out that likely made his escape possible, an escape that may not have happened if he
would not have been hired.
Richard was not the only slave who made acquaintances while hired out which
proved useful in the pursuit of freedom. Bill, of Alabama, was hired to work on the
Railroad in Vicksburg, Mississippi by his owner W.J. Anderson. While working on the
railroad he became friends with an Irishman named Anderson Carroll. He and Carroll
both ran from the railroad work site and traveled up to Memphis, TN where they hoped to
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get employment on the Arkansas Turnpike or the railroad in Grand Gulf. It was through
the friendship made while hired out that Bill gained company and aid to run away.48
While the relationships made while hired out were useful in expanding slaves’ social
networks, slaves who were hired out were not always immediately accepted into the fold,
nor did they accept the slaves in the new household. They needed to prove themselves to
each other, demonstrating a benefit to their lives and social circles. Israel Campbell in the
1830s, who lived on a plantation in the Red River regions of Louisiana was hired onto a
neighboring cotton plantation. Campbell was viciously whipped for not picking enough
cotton and contrived a plan to put items in his cotton bag to make it heavier, thus
achieving the required weight of cotton picked per day. Campbell saw other slaves being
whipped for not meeting the weight production goal but was hesitant to share his secret.
After some time, he decided to share his plan with a group of slaves he termed “the
delinquents.” He wrote, “There was another boy who was whipped nearly every day. I
took pity on him, and he promising me faithfully not to expose my plan, I let him into my
secret and thus saved him also. Before the season was over every one of the delinquents
knew how to save their backs, and they found it much easier to pick melons and
pumpkins than to have their backs cut to pieces.”49 Campbell slowly began to accept and
trust those on the new plantation he was hired on, but it was not immediate. Charles
Thompson was hired out to a railroad in Mississippi. He refused to integrate with the
slaves he worked with, although working together for a month. He wrote, “My
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associations were of the worst character possible, and my co-laborers were of that lowest
class of southern blacks whose ignorance and waywardness render them most of the time
more than brutal.”50 He decided with whom he would associate, he created a life of his
own choosing and though placed together by an owner and an employer; he retained
control over who would be allowed into his social network.
For slaves in the cotton frontier hiring out did allow some additional agency within
their own lives, agency which white owners understood. In 1852 Frank Ruffin, editor of
the Southern Planter, acknowledged this when he wrote that the process of hiring out
was, “[an] injury to all parties, hirer, the hiree, the negro himself, and society at large.”51
He decried the process of hiring out as allowing slaves too much freedom, which
undermined the structured white hierarchy of the slave South. He explained, “Formerly,
the owner himself exercised some care in selecting a master for his slave, and placed him,
in his judgement, where he ought to be…Now the negro is permitted to ‘choose his
master’.”52 He further describes an incident where a slave questioned a potential hirer as
to his character. The slave asked, “I’ll enquire into your character sir, and if I like you, I
will come and live with you.”53 The idea of a slave deciding on the fitness of an owner,
was unfathomable to southern slave apologists. Ruffin warned against the practice of
hiring out in general and, if necessary, that the slaves’ opinion should be negligible. The
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system of hiring out benefitted slaves in some instances and could challenge owners’
power and authority.
In the cotton South, some slaves exerted their power within the hiring out system.
John Nevitt, in Mississippi in 1832, hired out his own slaves, paying them supplemental
income in cash, to work on Sundays, their day off. This was an opportunity for his slaves
to earn extra money. Also, slaves were not required to do this work, this was of their own
choosing. Nevitt paid the same three to four slaves several times, which would suggest
that these particular slaves were able to amass extra money, money which allowed certain
freedoms. The slaves that he offered the opportunity to hire themselves for work on
Sundays, however, were only male.54
Hiring out gave some slaves freedom to be closer to their families in the Deep South.
One of James K. Polk’s slaves Ruben, who was in the practice of rebelling and running
away was given a choice. Either he could go to his brother’s plantation in Tennessee, or
he could choose to stay in the immediate vicinity and be hired out. Ruben chose to be
hired out. This likely was due to the fact that he wanted to stay in closer proximity of his
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family and friends at Polk’s plantation. Ruben was given a choice and hiring out gave
him the freedom to stay more tightly connected geographically to his family.55
Some slaves were allotted the freedom to hire themselves out, thus giving them power
in what their labor would consist of and whom they would work with. In 1830 Samson
Gray lived twelve miles outside of Little Rock, Arkansas. His owner tasked him with
going to Little Rock and hiring himself out as he was able. It seemed that this was a
common practice of allowing slaves to hire themselves out for the owner’s benefit.56
Slaves could then build a life more of their own choosing, a life on their own terms.
The opportunity of hiring oneself out on the cotton frontier was not relegated to men.
In 1836 Edy, a slave of John Zone of New Orleans, was allowed to hire herself out as a
chambermaid on various steamboats which traveled up and down the Mississippi River.
She maintained a great deal of autonomy as she was able to pick who she would work
for. Additionally, her residence on the steamboats allowed her to expand her social
network to a much greater geographic capacity than slaves who were not able to hire
themselves out.57
Hiring out in the Deep South offered slaves a way to exert power within their own
family units. Historian, Jonathan Martin writes, “Hiring out opened up for them frequent
opportunities to shape their work and family lives, to bring white people into conflict
with each other, and to destabilize the system that trapped them.”58 It could offer

55

Bassett, The Southern Plantation Overseer, 132, 159

56

Runaway Slave Advertisement, Arkansas Gazette, 5 October 1830. Samson Gray took the
opportunity while traveling to Little Rock, Arkansas to run away. Hiring out did offer a variety of freedoms
to slaves, sometimes the opportunities to obtain their own freedom.
57

Runaway Slave Advertisement, The Vicksburg Register, 22 December 1836.

58

Martin, Divided Mastery, 3.

97

opportunity to reunite families as it did in the Upper South. Historian Calvin
Schermerhorn explains that in Virginia, when slaves hired themselves out that some used
the money earned to put their families back together.59 This is evident in the life of Moses
Grandy who worked as a boatman in Virginia. Grandy was hired out by his owner and
given a pass to work for himself provided he paid his owner a set fee. Grandy worked
with a local merchant, taking shares of the merchant’s canal boats. The merchant would
take half of the profit while Grandy used the rest for hiring crew and expenses while
pocketing the rest. It was a profitable venture for Grandy, which allowed him to amass
money, money he used to buy his own freedom. Schermerhorn writes, “After being
manumitted, Grandy commenced a struggle to collect members of his scattered family, an
endeavor that would occupy him for the rest of his life.”60 He was able to purchase the
freedom of his wife and three grandsons before his death.61
Hiring out, though beneficial in some instances, more often created a great deal of
separation and instability in the enslaved family. Hiring out, much like a sale, tore
families apart. Israel Campbell described that every year he was hired out to a new owner
and was never able to live with his mother, though they were owned by the same woman.
He discussed that in hiring out, however, slaves were allowed a one-week holiday
between Christmas and New Years’ Day, the day that slaves were put on the block and
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hired out the year. It was in these holidays that on rare occasions some slaves were able
to reconnect with family. Campbell describes one particular Christmas where he was able
to see his mother, “I remained with her until New Year's Day. I had never been with her
so long since I could remember, as I was taken from her when a babe, and had never had
an opportunity of spending my holidays with her since.”62
A hallmark of hiring in and out, and truly a key part of many slaves on the cotton
frontier, was mobility. When slaves hired in or out, they moved, from one location to
another bringing lived experiences and information with them. This open nature of the
social network of slaves disputes many ideas that slaves in the cotton frontier were
isolated and lacked ability to cultivate and maintain connections with far away family and
to build new connections with new family members and friends.
Though slaves could gain advantage from the hiring out process, holistically, the
enslavers were the ones who benefited. Slaves may have gained some power and
advantage, but the process more often increased slave owners’ profits. The more profits
and capitalistic pull enslavers had, often the more power they had over their enslaved
labor force. Again, capitalism within the scope of the cotton boom created tensions
between benefits for slaves and the enslavers’ exploitation of them.
Hiring out in the cotton frontier was not one experience. It was a myriad of good
and bad, friends and foes, isolation and community. It brought slaves together and gave
them agency in their own lives. It brought opportunity for freedom in differing ways and
changed what labor and power meant to slaves in the antebellum period, yet it conversely
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increased profits and power for slave owners and did often separate enslaved families. It
was full of contradictions, as slavery in the U.S. was.
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CHAPTER 7
Violence and Conflict within Antebellum Enslaved Families and Communities

The predominant narrative of slave studies is one of the enduring family, and the
adoption of a kinship network in the absence of that family. While this narrative most
certainly is valid, it lacks the nuance which exists in any family or social grouping. Groups
of individuals, regardless of biological relation, endure rifts and a shifting of power. These
rifts and outwards expressions of internal frustrations are the most evidence in instances of
violence within the slave family or social group itself.1
The enslaved family of the cotton frontier stood greatly impacted by the stresses of
life distinct to the region. Slave owners when pulling slaves from the Upper South
arbitrarily placed people together in their new homes in the cotton South. They
synthetically created familial units and social networks with little to regard of the influence
it would have on slaves. This piecing of people together created space for conflict and
occasionally violence.
Many historians have written about internal conflicts within the enslaved
community pitting house slaves against field laborers, while this may be true, the lack of
autonomy associated with the gang labor system, a system ingrained in the Deep South,
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created distinct internal familial conflict.2 The internal conflict ran deeper than a social
hierarchy within the enslaved community, it was a symptom of the extreme stress caused
by brutal working conditions, instances of post-traumatic stress from the forced migration
itself, harsh treatment from slave owners and overseers, and constant uncertainty of
potential sale or movement.3 In 1809, Leonard Covington remarked on this when writing
his brother, Alexander Covington, who owned a cotton plantation in Mississippi. He
explained that his two friends expressed that he and Alexander, “made a bad business
sending their negroes thither [to the cotton frontier from the Upper South].” Many slave
owners in the Upper South felt that sending slaves ‘down South’ made them unhappy and
as a direct result less productive.
As slaves were forcibly migrated to the Deep South, they entered new communities
and social circles. In these new communities, slaves were not always immediately
embraced within the social unit. Henry Clay Bruce felt the sting of ostracization when he
migrated to Mississippi from Virginia in the 1840s. As a teenager while residing in
Mississippi, he did not receive a warm welcome. He recalled the slaves living in the
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cabin next to him rejecting him from their social circle. He recollected, “I remember
when we lived in adjoining cabins that they were very quarrelsome people, and did not
want their son Isaac to play with me, because, they said, I was a ‘yarler nigger’."4 He was
not of the standard that they found acceptable, especially to mix with their child. In
particular, he mentioned a slave, Aunt Martha, who would, “treat me meanly in every
possible way.”5 She simply never accepted him into the fold, and he suffered dearly for it.
Alexander Telfair’s slaves worked on his Georgia cotton planation had similar
experiences. In 1833, when a group of female slaves came as unit, new to the planation,
they grew to fear one of the long-standing slave women, Darkey. The newcomers
explained that she frequently interrupted their work and threatened to poison them.6
William J. Anderson experienced isolation when was sold from Indiana to
Mississippi. He remarked on the slave persona within the cotton frontier, and how vastly
different they were from those slaves in the Upper South and in Indiana. He wrote of his
life in the 1820s, “When I got to Mississippi, where they work, curse, swear and dance on
Sunday, I felt awfully; no preaching or Bible to read, or anything to give consolation, but
the whip and hard work; no one called on God for a blessing, but a curse.”7 He viewed
his ability to read, specifically to read the Bible, as a skill that placed him socially above
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the rest of the enslaved population on his plantation. Feelings of social superiority did
cause internal conflict within the slave community. A slave from the
Tennessee/Mississippi border echoed this internal discord as he explained, “[slaves] had
no concept of unity at that time.”8 Historian Dylan Penningroth explains, “There is no
reason to think that the black community in the 1800s was any more harmonious than the
white community.” 9 Denying the nuance of the enslaved community, where some slaves
dealt with internal communal conflict, denies slaves’ agency.
In detailing the types and instances of violence and conflict that occurred with the
enslaved community on the cotton frontier, it is most important to recognize that slaves
sought to police themselves and their own community, apart from the rules imposed on
them by white owners. They built communities based on a moral code they themselves
established. A code that punished violent and deviant behavior, and often, encouraged
religious belief and practice.
Domestic violence happened within many families in the nineteenth century,
including slave families. Historian Deborah Gray White explains while describing enslaved
family dynamics that, “harmony did not always prevail in slave households.”10 One former
female slave recalled that her parents while living on a plantation in the Deep South before
the Civil War separated. She described that her father frequently hit her mother, sometimes
beating her with a chair. Their owners implored her mother to resume living with her
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father, but she flatly she refused. She defined what her life would be regardless of the
opinions of those who owned her; she decided who would be part of her family and who
would not.11
Women were not always the victims in the unfortunate circumstances of domestic
abuse. In one particular incident in the 1830s, an enslaved woman became so enraged with
her husband fearing his infidelity that she threw an ax at his head. Though she missed him,
it was not a strange incident, as the husband lived in fear of her. Their owner sold her to a
neighboring plantation to allay the situation, but not before she threatened her husband
stating, “that she would be the death of any girl whom [her husband] might take to wife.”12
Instances of domestic discord within enslaved families were not relegated to
relations between spouses, but also between parents and children. A slave working on a
Georgia cotton farm described his volatile relationship with his mother. He detailed his
mother, Sara’s, days tending to her chores, cultivating the small patch of cotton her owner
allowed her to have, and knitting. He also mentioned that she would hit her children when
they did not expect or warrant discipline. He explained, “Sometimes she would whip us for
nothing.”13 Sara worked hard and knit things to sell for extra money in any of the precious
downtime that she had. She was tired, burdened, and with the demands of cotton field
labor, occasionally lashed out at her children.
The intensity of life and labor in the cotton South caused stress on the enslaved
family from many angles. Many slaves accounted for the times they were hit as a form of
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parental discipline. One account explained that their parents did not allow them to speak at
all and if they did so, their parents, “would give you a back-hand lick without even looking
at you.”14 Though parental discipline was practiced broadly in this time period, it did
greatly impact the lives of enslaved children.
Enslaved children were not the only ones with expectations of behavior. Slaves new
to the plantation or residence had to abide by the rules and norms of the new social
network, and practice “reciprocity,” as explained by historian, Walter Johnson.15
Regardless of the experiences that a slave may have endured on the journey to Mississippi,
Alabama or other cotton growing states, if a slave did not meet certain expectations, they
could incur rejection at their new homes. On occasion a lack of abiding to the expected
social code resulted in conflict or violence. Historian Anthony Kaye writing of enslaved
neighborhoods in Mississippi explains, “The very density of relationships that held [slave]
neighborhoods together also provoked struggles among slaves. The binding ties pulled taut,
overlapping loyalties clashed, disputes broke out.”16
Conflict arising because of expectations not being met is clear in the case of Maria,
a slave residing at the John Nevitt Plantation in Adams County, Mississippi. Maria was
new to the planation and bristled at the expectations of the enslaved workers had of her. In
one instance, she snuck into the kitchen, a place she was forbidden entrance, and was
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beaten by a female slave cook Priscilla, a beating earned by ignoring the rules Pricilla
expected her to obey.17
Slaves also expected fair treatment from other slaves with which they lived and
resided. If a slave felt mistreated by a fellow slave, they might react, violently on
occasion. In the early years of the nineteenth century, William Grimes, a slave in Georgia
recalled that an enslaved slave driver demanded that he complete his work, though he
was injured. When Grimes refused the driver went to grab a rod to beat him with. Grimes
would have none of it. He explained, “I heard him coming back, and when he burst open
the door, I let him have it in old Virginia stile, (which generally consists in gouging,
biting and butting.)”18
The extreme stresses that accompanied everyday life in the cotton frontier did on the
occasion lead to great outbursts of violence including murder. Valentin, a slave owned by
Ramon Freres, of St. Charles Parish Louisiana murdered another slave owned by Charles
Perret of St. Charles County in 1847. Though a conclusive determination of cause of
death could not be ascertained due to the state of the body, it was suggested that Valentin
poisoned the slave resulting in his untimely death.19
Wilson, a slave owned by Henry Bibb in the LaFourche Interior Parish of Louisiana
was shot in the abdomen and killed by Paul, a slave owned by Vincent Hebert in 1847.
Paul claimed that Wilson, on several occasions, came to his plantation and stole hogs.
Henry Bibb passionately disputed that Wilson was guilty of this crime, due to what he
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knew of Wilson’s character.20 This dispute of character caused Bibb to assume that
Wilson had been murdered due to some personal offense, not a result of Wilson’s own
actions. Paul was angry, angry enough to strike out in the most violent of manners. It was
not recorded if Paul was convicted of the crime nor what punishment he might have
received.
Not all murders of slaves by other slaves resulted in the legal punishment of death. In
1815 on a cotton plantation in Baldwin County, Georgia, Tom killed a slave on his
plantation. It is not clear why Tom murdered the man, but he was arrested and convicted
of the crime by the local court system. Instead of the punishment of death, Tom received
a branding on both cheeks of the letter M, thirty-nine lashes, and a stay in jail. Though he
was not given a sentence of death, giving a man a sentence of thirty-nine lashes was
significant and could gravely injure a man.21
Another slave who was gravely injured by the hand of another slave was Hyppolite,
who lived on a cotton plantation in Louisiana. Hyppolite, while hired out on a
neighboring plantation, was savagely stabbed by Madison, a fellow slave on the
neighboring plantation in 1851. Aimee Porche, Hyppolite’s owner, explained that
Madison, “without any cause inflicted a very dangerous wound upon Hyppolite.” She
explained in detail the violent stabbing below the navel which caused severed bleeding

20

After Wilson was killed, Vincent Herbert testified that all of the robberies of hogs also stopped.
This does not necessarily substantiate the guilt of Wilson, as the murder likely served as a sure deterrent of
potential theft and other crimes on the Hebert planation. See Race and Slavery Petition Project, Series 2
Legislative Petitions, Part F, Louisiana, Accession # 20884749. 3 June 1847.
21

Annual Report of the American Historical Association, vol. 1 (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1903), 462-463.

108

and long-term damage, damage that she explained severely changed a once strong and
vibrant man.22
Slave owners, overall, policed their own slaves, handing out punishment as they saw
fit. Historian Jeff Forret writes, “The vast majority of these violent episodes among
slaves went unrecorded. If slaves belonging to the same master attacked one another, that
master rarely had any legal recourse or justification for hauling the slave aggressor to
court.”23 It was largely when a slave committed a crime, or a crime was committed
against slaves belonging to other owners that the legal system became involved.
Though slaves did at times personally cause harm to another slave, more often
they spoke out against a fellow slave, which often caused punishment or avoided
punishment for themselves. Though slaves speaking out against other slaves to evade
potential penalty or to gain some benefit for themselves was not an occurrence relegated
to the cotton frontier, it does explain that slaves working for their own benefit goes
against the prevailing narrative that after a horrific experience, such as a forced
migration, slaves joined in an us (slaves) vs. them (owners) scenario exclusively.24 This is
apparent when reading of the life of Henry, a slave who lived in Adams County,
Mississippi. Henry’s owner, Richard Terrell, petitioned the Adams County court for a
new trial venue after Henry was accused of burglary by a slave from a neighboring
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plantation. Terrell felt Henry could not have a fair trial in in Adams County and described
Henry’s accuser as a man of “bad frame,” or a man with ulterior motives for his
testimony. Slaves were not always unified in oppression; they dealt various forms of
conflict and sometimes utilized the legal system to address their grievances.
Another instance of a slave utilizing the legal system was Bill, a slave from the
Nevitt plantation in Adams County, Mississippi, and Sandy, from the neighboring
Campbell Plantation. Both men snuck out one evening together in 1830 and broke into a
warehouse owned by a Mr. Lyles. They stole food and liquor from the warehouse and
were quickly apprehended by the police. After a severe beating both men were interred in
the local jail until bailed out by Nevitt and Campbell.25 Four months later both men, Bill
and Sandy, appeared in court to be tried and sentenced for the theft. During the trial
Sandy spoke out against Bill, blaming him for the offence and was thus released from any
burden of punishment by the court. Bill stood sentenced to 30 lashes in public. Nevitt
also left him in jail for 3 days as a punishment for his actions.26 Though it is
understandable that one person might testify against another, even if they were friends, to
receive a lighter sentence for a crime, it is still meaningful as it disputes the common
misconception that there were not rifts or internal conflicts within the enslaved
community itself.
Turning on another slave could offer some reward, which may have splintered
camaraderie in some instances. Phill Sharp experienced this very thing. He resided on the
Beacher Planation in 1830s Vicksburg and after much planning, he ran away. After many
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days on the run and surviving a near animal attack by an alligator, he sought assistance
from an enslaved cook at a nearby plantation. After telling Sharp she would assist him,
she instead alerted her master to his presence, resulting in a dangerous and narrow escape
for Price. Assumptions about betrayal within the slave community are difficult, as
reasons for it could be many such as punishment, or a perceived reward.27
Williams Anderson experienced this internal societal strife when he was sold to a
planter in Mississippi to work on a cotton plantation in the 1820s. He recalled how the
slaves he resided with told his owner that he was, “eating up all the chickens on the
place.” He was surprised that they would tell lies about his actions and even more
surprised when his deed was met with 100 lashes, an extreme and possibly deadly
punishment. Anderson never seemed to assimilate with the rest of the slaves on his
plantation, and he paid a dear price for his deliberate self-isolation. He recalled, “It
should be remembered that slaves are sometimes great enemies to each other, telling
tales, lying, catching fugitives, and the like.”28
Some planters in this time period recognized the conflict within the enslaved
community as well. Robert Collins, a Georgia cotton planter, wrote in an essay in 1852
on slave management how slaves, “if allowed, the stronger will abuse the weaker;
husbands will often abuse their wives, and mother their children, so that it becomes the
predominant duty of owners and overseers to keep peace and prevent quarreling and
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disputes among them.”29 Collins’s suppositions support the highly propagated view of the
need for a paternalistic master to lead slaves, a pro-slavery apologist view.
Conflict and violence within the slave community in the cotton frontier could be
attributed to the larger regional feeling of unrest in the early years of the cotton frontier.
The region was wracked with violence and turmoil. As compared to the more established
areas of the Eastern Seaboard and the Upper South, the cotton frontier was a place which
laws were often disregarded, and reckless behavior was common. Slaves and their social
circles clearly would have been influenced by this reality. There is a great likelihood that
this mayhem in the early years of frontier settlement would have caused great stress and,
potentially, elevated internal conflict within the enslaved community as they reacted to
heightened external stresses.30
This turmoil in the region was also referred to as “Murrell Excitement”, a term
coined a pamphlet written by Virgil Stewart in 1835. The pamphlet described in
frightening, though exaggerated, detail of the ‘pirate’, John Murrell who sought to incite
a slave insurrection in the region of the cotton frontier. This ‘excitement’ led to great
mistrust against slaves and outsiders, generally. Several slaves were lynched during this
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time of mistrust and kindnesses of whites to slaves was seen as suspicious and were
occasionally punished.31 The North Carolina Standard described the locale and
demographic of the cotton frontier as wild and uncivilized, as compared to the more
gentile Carolinas.32
There stood a clear connection between the expressions of violence and
economics particularly in the 1830s Deep South. The decade of the 1830s in Alabama,
Mississippi, and the states that bordered Mississippi stood as the pinnacle of the domestic
slave trade. It was in this decade that as the slave trade flourished, concurrently so did
violence. Historian David Grimstead explains that riots occurred within the Deep South
as a reaction to fears of slave insurrections.33 With Nat Turner’s rebellion in August of
1831 as backdrop, violence and conflict on the cotton plantation was pervasive. There
stood an undercurrent of fear and pressure felt by white enslavers. The expansion of
cotton and the continued growth of profits to be made increased that fear and anxiety in
slave owners, in that a lack of labor due to insurrection could deplete all earning
possibilities. This anxiety and panic were not in a vacuum, it surely was felt in some
capacity by the slaves themselves, who just in their mere existence drove and increased
slave owners’ fear.
Conflict and violence within the cotton frontier stood as a defining aspect of slave
life within the cotton frontier. As slave owners forcibly migrated slaves into the Deep
South they forced people together in haphazard ways. This forced cohabitation led to
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social relations and, in some instances, families to be built. As with any group
cohabitating together conflict and violence erupted. This violence and conflict were a
result of being placed together in the new area of the ‘Old Southwest’ and the general
unrest and stress occurring in establishing a new cotton frontier.
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CHAPTER 8
Emancipated Families: Navigating New Realities in the Deep South
After four years of trauma during the Civil War, where slaves in the precarious
position of managing numerous priorities and navigating the perilous space between
slavery and freedom, faced a new reality, emancipation. As freedmen and women
embraced their freedom in the cotton south, they found themselves piloting the realities
of what they wanted their families to resemble. Experiences of freedpeoples’ families in
the Deep South were numerous and sites for change. In establishing their own space, they
created families and family structure anew. Many freedpeople sought immediate
reconciliation to lost family members; others sought freedom from those they found
themselves bound to. Some women found legal recognition for marriages that had been
real all along. Other women sought financial support from fathers of their children who
abandoned them. Some freedpeople dealt with the complexity of multiple families. Still
other freedmen and women established or continued a strong single-parent household. In
establishing families outside of the slave owners’ control, gender and household roles
often were renegotiated.
Emancipation provided opportunity in the cotton South, opportunity to reestablish
connections with family members torn away due to enslavement. Historian Tera Hunter
explains, “Finding lost loved ones was the most urgent concern of African Americans as
the Civil War ended and slavery took its last breath.”1 This pursuit was one of the first
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tasks that freedpeople set their minds to. Historian Heather A. Williams explains that
after emancipation slaves quickly went to the task of finding family members explaining,
“they relied on word of mouth and on written words in letters and newspapers.”2 Postemancipation African American newspapers offered avenues where families could seek
lost loved ones through Information Wanted or Lost Friends advertisements.3 It is
unknown the success of these advertisements, many times the same ad would run for
months at a time, suggesting the failure to reclaim what and who had been lost. In
seeking to locate lost loved ones, the enduring connection of families, even those
separated for decades cannot be denied. Many freedpeople knew the whereabouts of
family members, even through numerous sales expanding throughout the United States.
Though several family members lost touch with families due to the ravaging nature of
slavery, countless others maintained those connections, or at least knew where their
family members were. Though slavery inarguably broke familial connections, the elastic
and resilient nature of black people’s families often endured the test of time.
The act of placing an ad in a newspaper in hopes of finding lost loved ones went
on well into the 1880s. The greatest number of ads in newspapers, however, were
published in the early years of freedom.4 Some of the leading newspapers that published
such ads were only in publication a short time after the Civil War, newspapers such as
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The Colored Tennessean, which ran from 1865-1866, and the Black Republican, which
ran in 1865. Though they were only briefly in publication, they functioned well as a
mechanism freedpeople utilized to reconnect and reestablish relationships.
The cost of advertising in these newspapers was not small, though prices varied.
An example of what an Information Wanted ad might cost could run at approximately
$.50 per ad or the cost of a subscription, which could cost someone $1.25 for an annual
subscription.5 Considering the dire financial situations of many freedpeople, who might
make $.20 day as a farm laborer, this cost often was often burdensome.6 The high volume
of ads published seeking out lost loved ones regardless of the financial strain is indicative
of their drive to find family and friends and the resilient hope that freedpeople maintained
for eventual reunion.
Former slaves, through numerous ways, often knew where their family members
resided after separation and after multiple sales. C.J. Johnson wrote to the The Colored
Tennessean of Nashville 1865 inquiring about the whereabouts of his relative, Ann
Elizabeth, writing, “She was sold by George Cunningham to J. Jordan and by him sold to
J. Sykes of Columbus, Mississippi. Sykes was a relative of the Seviers of that place.”7
Johnson knew not only the whereabouts of his family, but the extended family members
of the enslaver who purchased her. Continual forced migration through the Deep South
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inarguably shaped the enslaved family, but slaves refused to let the institution sever their
families.
Upon emancipation, parents from whom children had been sold, immediately
sought to find and reestablish households that slavery had sought to destroy. African
American newspapers filled with requests from children or parents hoping to find one
another. Ben and Flora East placed an ad inquiring about their children sold several times
while enslaved. They explained, “During the year 1849 Thomas Sample carried away
from this city, as his slaves our daughter Polly and son George Washington to the state of
Mississippi and subsequently to Texas and when last heard they were in LaGrange,
Texas.”8 Ben and Flora knew through the course of three moves where their children
were. They retained, in some fashion, a connection with their children, disputing the
notions that slavery led to a “social death.”9
The expansive geography of slave sales created massive divides that one might
assume would irreparably break families. Slaves, and later, freedmen and women defied
those assumptions and held connections to lost loved ones. Dorkus Burke of New
Orleans, sought the whereabouts of her two sons and her daughter, Solomon, Richard,
and Jane Bell Burke, placing an ad in the Black Republican writing, “When last heard
they were all living on the plantation of Mr. Charles Stewart, Arkansas near Columbia.”10
The Burke family originated from Fairifax County, Virginia and was scattered throughout
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the Southern United States over the course of many years, yet Dorkus still held the
knowledge where her family was, she held to hope that one day they would be together
again.
This holding on to family connections over the course of vast geographic and
temporal hurdles was a hallmark of freedpeoples’ families. Enoch Cooper of Huntsville,
Alabama in obtaining an account at the Freedmen’s Bank detailed the whereabouts of his
family explaining that his brother, Lafayette, resided in Huntsville, Alabama, his brother
Martin lived in Pulaski, Tennessee, and his brother Moses lived in Nashville,
Tennessee.11 Though miles apart and separated by circumstance, former slaves utilized
various methods of information exchange to retain relationships.
The enduring hope that freedpeople kept despite failed attempts to find family
speaks to strength and endurance of the African American family in the Deep South.
Henry Hill of Nashville placed the same ad numerous times in the The Colored
Tennessean, in a valiant and costly effort to find his wife, Lucy Blair. In the same city,
Martha Keller wrote, “Information wanted of Byrd Keller by his daughter, she wishes for
him to come and take her home.”12
Some freedpeople found lost family members whom they never thought they
would see again. This in itself created a host of issues regarding multiple families.
Women and men lost touch with spouses and children when they were separated by
enslavers. Often slaves assumed that they would never see their loved ones again and
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remarried, starting new families in their respective locations. Solomon Bradley married
his wife in South Carolina and had two children together. Sold away from his family in
the Deep South, Solomon married another woman, forced away from his family, he
explained, “I never expect to see them again.”13 Henry Atkinson of Norfolk, Virginia ran
away when he was thirty-four years old. He had been married to his wife for nine years
and had one child with her. When the news of his impending sale, “down South,”
surfaced, he fled to Canada. This decision to leave family was not an easy one and the
prospect of reuniting with them was not one he considered a reality. He wrote, “At last, I
found an opportunity to escape, after studying upon it a long time. But it went hard to
leave my wife; it was like taking my heart’s blood: but I could not help it- I expected to
be taken away where I should never see her again.”14
Most marriages of slaves were not legally recognized in the years before freedom,
thus upon emancipation many freedpeople sought immediately to legally wed. As
husband and wife under the law, they declared the legitimacy of their relationships. They
politically claimed space that previously stood dominated by white couples. Anderson
and Ann Baber of Natchez, Mississippi lived as husband wife before emancipation. They
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had two children together and three children by Anderson’s first wife, who was sold
away from him. Immediately upon emancipation, they sought to legalize their marriage.15
Freedwomen began asserting their own wills in who they would be with, a choice
they were often denied while enslaved. Jane Ferguson had been married to Martin
Barnwell and had a son with him. Martin was a slave, but when Charleston was taken by
Union solders, he joined them to fight. Neither he nor Jane expected him to return due to
his poor health. Jane, in thinking Martin dead married Ferguson. When Jane learned that
Martin lived, she was overwhelmed with joy. Elizabeth Botume, a northern missionary
who read Martin’s letter to Jane, remarked that Jane had another husband and alluded to
the fact that she must not join her first husband, Martin. Jane sternly replied, “Martin
Barnwell is my husband, ma'am. I am got no husband but he.”16 She asked Elizabeth to
write a letter to Ferguson, who also was serving with the Union army, telling him of her
decision to return to her first husband Martin. Ferguson, however, implored Jane to stay
with him writing, “Martin has not seen you in a long time, he cannot think of you as I
do.”17 Jane wrote one more letter to Ferguson telling him that she would not return to
him. She then told Elizabeth, “I shall never write to him no more.”18 Unlike when
enslaved, Jane chose who she would live with, she seized the freedom she gained and
reclaimed the family that she desired.
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As many freedmen and women dealt with the reality of multiple spouses, often
the result was suffering for both spouses. Laura Spicer and her husband married and had
children. They were sold apart from one another, and thinking they would never see the
other again, her husband remarried. This supposed reality changed after emancipation.
Laura’s husband wrote her heartbreaking letters explaining, “I read your letters over and
over again. I always keep them in my pocket. If you are married I don’t ever want to see
you again.” He then writes in later letter, “I would much rather you would get married to
some good man, for every time I gits a letter from you it tears me all to pieces.” The pain
of their situation is palpable. He continues, “I would come and see you but I know you
could not bear it, I want to see you and I don’t want to see you. I love you just as well as I
did the last day I saw you, and it will not do for you and I to meet. I am married, and my
wife have two children, and if you and I meets it would make a very dissatisfied family.”
Their situation was one of many, it was a harsh reality and yet another blow caused by
the institution of slavery. Laura’s husband explained it best when he wrote, “You know it
never was our wishes to be separated from each other, and it never was our fault.”19
Even after emancipation, slavery still separated families.
Lucy Chase, a Quaker and former abolitionist working in a contraband camp
recalled an event where a freedwoman and husband were reunited after being forcefully
separated by slavery. They embraced and cried, so happy to see one another again. They
both, however, had new spouses and new lives apart from each other. The Freedwoman
explained that seeing her first husband again was, “like a stroke of death to me.” She
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resolved to stay with her current husband saying, “Yes, my husband’s very kind, but I
ain’t happy.” The situation was tragic, and the woman placed the blame solely on slave
owners, stating, “White folks got a heap to answer for the way they’ve done to the
colored folks.”20
African American churches and pastors often found themselves mediating these
tenuous circumstances. Freedpeople came to the church to find answers and authority on
how families should be prioritized. Rev. Peter Randolph remarked on the complexity of
former slaves having numerous spouses stating, “The perplexing part was, as I have
intimated, to determine which are the right ones to marry.”21 He was unsure of the correct
stance to take and sent many letters to his colleagues in the ministry seeking direction. It
was a dilemma with no sure solution.
The instances of multiple marriages were so prevalent that the Freedmen’s Bureau
put specific marriage laws in place to deal with these unique circumstances.
Freedmen’s Bureau Marriage Rules
Section 5 -Duties of Husbands to Former Wives
1. A wife when restored by freedom to her husband, if he be living with
another, shall be received by him as his lawful wife except for moral
causes as provided in Section 4, Rule 1.
2. If a man living without a wife find two wives restored to him by
freedom, the one having children by him and the other not, he shall
take the mother of his children as his lawful wife unless he show cause
as provided in Section 4, Rule 1.
3. If a man living without a wife shall refuse to renew the marriage
relation with a former wife restored by freedom who may desire such
renewal, there being no moral or legal objection to the same proven by
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him, he shall be held responsible for the support of such wife and also
of all his children by her so long as they remain minor.
4. The man failing for want of cause proven to obtain a release from
renewing his marriage relations with a former wife, will be allowed to
marry another woman so long as such wife may live, or until for just
cause, she shall have married another.
5. Every man marrying a woman having children shall be responsible for
their protection and support so long as they are minors, or until their
marriage provided they have no other means of support.22

These laws sought to moderate the precarious positions that freedpeople often
found themselves in. In some instances, however, the laws took the freedom to choose
who one might marry away. First wives were the priority, as were marriages with
children. What these laws failed to recognize is that many freedpeople had children with
more than one spouse. Prince Bowman and Manda Walker were married on January 11,
1866. Prince had had one child before with his first wife, with whom he lived for five
years. He was separated from her by slavery. Manda also lived with another man before
emancipation and had two children by him. Together Prince and Manda had a child.
These scenarios were common and again demonstrate that slavery impacted and kept
impacting the African American family long after its demise.
Freedpeople struggled in deciding how to manage their marriages and families
where children existed from multiple spouses, creating blended families. Though many
families, black and white had stepparents and stepchildren in the nineteenth century,
those relations often were a result of death, not forced separation. Willie Ann Grey wrote
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to her husband Philip Grey expressing her wish that they should be together once again
after emancipation was declared. Philip, too, expressed a desire to be reunited, but with
strict conditions. Willie Ann and Philip had one child, Maria, but were separated by
slavery. In thinking she would never see Philip again, Willie Ann remarried having
children with her new husband. Upon her second husband’s death in the Civil War, Philip
hoped they would once again be together as a family, but he did not want to include her
three girls from her second husband. When Willie refused this arrangement, he asked to
take their daughter, Maria. Willie explained to Philip, “if you love me, you will love my
children and you will have to promise me that you will provide for them all as well as if
they were your own.”23
Freedpeoples’ households with stepparents were a common occurrence, but on
occasion, it did create volatile situations for their children. Eliza had a child from a
previous marriage and was forcefully separated from him by slavery. After emancipation,
with no reunion with her first husband, she married again to Ben. Ben beat her sevenyear-old son from her previous marriage so badly that his “life was in despair.” As
freedmen and women established new ground in their emancipated families, they
experienced a great deal of stress, stress that sometimes manifested itself in violence.24
Some freedpeople found that emancipation afforded them the opportunity to leave
families from which they had been bound in slavery. Lucy Skipworth was a freedwoman
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on a cotton plantation in Alabama, after emancipation she and many of the former slaves
on the plantation chose to stay and work as paid laborers for her absentee owner. Lucy
wrote to her former master to update him on the happenings on the plantation. She
explained that now that she was free, she decided to leave her husband, Armistead. She
wrote, “I was sorry that I had to part from Armistead but I have lived a life of trouble
with him, and a white man has ever had to judge between us and now to be turned loose
from under a master, I know that I could not live with him and no peace.”25 Freedom in
Lucy’s case meant a separation, which highlights the many realities of ‘freedom’ in the
emancipated cotton South.
Brooks Parish went to the Freedmen’s Bureau agent in Mississippi and asked that
his wife be arrested on charges of adultery. Brooks and his wife married after
emancipation, but she was unhappy and left Brooks to live with another freedman of her
choosing.26 William Wallace, a freedman, contracted both he and his wife to work on the
plantation of a Mr. Stulus. Sally refused to fulfill her part of the contract explaining, “she
is not his wife and never saw him before and wouldn’t have him if he was the last man in
the world.” The Freedman’s Bureau Officer asked William to produce proof that Sally
was his wife, which he stated that he would try to do. Whether she was William’s wife or
not is questionable, but what is clear is that she chose not to further pursue any type of

25

Lucy Skipworth to John Hartwell Cocke, 7 December 1865 in Randall M. Miller, Dear Master:
Letters of a Slave Family (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978) 262-263.
26

Brooks Parish Complaint to Subordinate Field Office of Corinth, Mississippi November 1867.
Mississippi Freedmen’s Bureau Field Office Records 1865-1872. Corinth, Register of Complaints October
ca 1867, vol. 121, Roll 15.

126

relationship with the man and felt it was her legal right to do so.27 As freedwomen,
Brooks’s wife and Sally, both asserted the rights they had over their bodies and
relationships, rights denied to black women in slavery and which marked an undeniable
change in societal behavior after emancipation in the cotton South.
Other freedwomen understood independence to mean a freedom from an abusive
spouse, freedom they dreamed about for many years. Cassandra Aldridge in Green
County Alabama had been abused by her husband and sought help from the Freedmen’s
Bureau. She asked for protection from her husband until she had enough resources to
return home with her three children to her parents’ residence in Baltimore, Maryland.28
Freedwomen understood and embraced their freedom in new ways. This led to
frustration when men, black and white, who had controlled them could no longer do so.
Willis Rowlund of Canton County, Mississippi complained that his wife would not live
“where he told her to.” Since they had been living together for four years, the Freedmen’s
Bureau agent declared that they were man and wife, thus affording William rights over
his wife.29 It is unknown the result of William and his wife, but freedom marked a change
in attitude regarding family and gender roles.
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Some freedwomen upon emancipation sought to find husbands who had
abandoned them, leaving them alone or to manage their children with no emotional or
financial support. Patty Brown wrote to the newspaper in Nashville, Tennessee in hopes
of finding the husband who abandoned her. She wrote, “My husband, John Williams, a
colored man left me at Greenville, Tennessee just two years ago, and I have never
received but one letter from him.”30 Mary Baker of Corinth County, Mississippi
complained to the Freedmen’s Bureau that her husband, John Shawl left her and their two
small children for another woman. She wanted to pursue him legally to financially
provide for her and her children.31
Freedwomen often utilized the political system to obtain financial support for
themselves and their children. Bastardy Laws of the nineteenth century afforded children
of unwed parents financial support so as to avoid circumstances such as forced
apprenticeships or homelessness. If the child was born to a couple out of wedlock, the
father was required to provide financial support to the child, but not the mother. It was
these types of laws that gave freedwomen the political leverage to pursue financial
support for their children, a right they did not have before emancipation.32
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Freedwomen utilized these laws in the immediate years after emancipation to
pursue both black and white fathers for financial support. Fannie Fagan lived with her
husband Brown for many years and had three children together. It is unknown what
caused the dissolution of their marriage, but Fannie demanded financial support for her
children when Brown abandoned her.33 Harriet Ogleby of Clarke County, Georgia legally
pursued the white father, Drew Oglebly, of her child, for financial support in 1868.
Though, uncommon, in the immediate years of emancipation, Freedwomen utilized
political methods to assert their autonomy and demanded what was due them.34 This
stands as a remarkable change from the absolute unquestioned authority that white men
had over enslaved women’s bodies and their children. Bastardy Laws afforded
freedwomen some protection over instances of rape from white men, as white men would
have to financially support children that their crimes might create.
These Bastardy Laws existed in a small window of time in Reconstruction; by
1887 these laws were either overturned or ignored. Bastardy Laws were replaced with
new anti-miscegenation laws throughout the South. Any relationship between a white
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man or woman and a black man or woman in the later part of the nineteenth century was
against the law in thirteen southern states and could result in prison terms.35
Freedwomen in the cotton south also sought relief and legal recourse for abuse
suffered at the hands of their husbands. Before emancipation, if a slave woman was
abused by her husband, she solely relied upon the discretion of the slave owner as to what
measures would be taken. After emancipation, freedwomen utilized the Freedmen’s
Bureau to mitigate these situations.36 Esther, a freedwoman in South Carolina,
complained to the Freedmen’s Bureau regarding particularly extreme spousal abuse. Her
husband, Joseph, not only frequently whipped her, but he threated to poison her. She
feared for life and sought to have him arrested for the abuse she suffered.37 A
freedwoman working for Captain William Hardeman in Alabama sought relief from her
abusive husband through the Freedmen’s Bureau. She complained of frequent and harsh
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beatings. Unfortunately, the Freedmen’s Bureau agent simply wrote to her employer,
Captain Hardeman, and asked him to intervene.38
African American women spoke out publicly regarding the prevalence of spousal
abuse in the freedpeoples’ population in the Deep South. In 1871, Mrs. F.E.W. Harper
from Maryland gave a lecture at the State Street African Methodist Episcopalian Zion
Church in New Orleans, Louisiana. She remarked of the instances of spousal abuse in
the freedpeoples’ community and how this was an 'unmanly” practice. As she was
speaking several freedmen and women in the audience remarked that there were, “plenty
of them sort of husbands,” in the area. She went on to give advice on raising children and
maintaining a proper type of home.39 Spousal abuse was looked down upon in the
nineteenth century; unfortunately, it was black women who often garnered the blame for
the abuse.
Freedwomen had to reestablish themselves within their marriages and define their
roles in their relationships. They expected and demanded the rights and benefits of those
relationships, which did, occasionally, result in marital strife. Emma Cox discovered
Barry, the man that she lived with, hugging another woman. Emma found this type of
affection inappropriate as she was the woman of the house and she demanded that the
woman immediately leave her home. Barry, however, insisted that Emma should leave

38

William Wallace Complaint to Subordinate Field Office of Demopolis County, Alabama, 2
March 1866. Alabama Freedmen’s Bureau Field Office Records 1865-1872. Demopolis, Register of
Complaints February 1866- August 1868, Vol. 104, Roll 10.
39
6 July 1871, Semi-Weekly Louisianan. Mrs. Harper gave a two-hour lecture on the importance
of building an acceptable and moral family to Freedmen in the audience. It should be noted that before the
war she was educated by abolitionists in Maryland and spoke at many anti-Southern crusades, thus her
experiences were not born in cotton fields of the South.

131

the premises. She flatly refused. Barry then beat her and kicked her out of their home.40
Mary Sullivan, a freedwoman in Alabama, went to the Freedmen’s Bureau to seek aid
after she was beaten by her husband and another woman, Suey, whom he was leaving
Mary for. When Mary firmly complained to her husband about his actions, her husband
and Suey attacked her, breaking her arm and viciously hitting her over the head. They left
her there, and as Mary explained, “done mean and got married.”41 Mary went to the
general jury of Linden to have her husband arrested, but they failed to take any action.
Mary refused to relent and went to the Freedmen’s Bureau to assist her. The Freedmen’s
Bureau agent wrote to the Justice of the Peace on her behalf and asked him to act. Mary
demanded her rights and legally pursued those rights through the court system.
Freedwomen often complained to Freedmen’s Bureau agents of husbands’
infidelity. By utilizing the political system, many sought to press charges against
adulterous or abusive husbands and to gain financial support. Harriet Buchanan of
Corinth County, Mississippi went to court to seek support from her husband Alfred
Buchanan. Alfred had engaged in a relationship with another woman. When she
confronted Alfred about his adultery, he beat her and forced both her and their two
children from their home.42 Sephrona Hereford of Jackson, Mississippi, had her husband
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Beverly arrested after he abandoned her for another woman and left her with no financial
support for herself or their four children.43 Elizabeth Davis of Mississippi sought legal
recourse when her husband, Daniel Lindsey, abandoned her and their three children for
another woman. Lindsay was arrested for abandonment, which was a felony at that time.
Elizabeth had her husband, Daniel, arrested when he abandoned her and their children for
another woman.44 All of these women, instead of passively accepting their fate, utilized
legal channels to obtain support that they and their children deserved.
Freedwomen demanded the rights that freedom afforded them. Annie Long lived
with Alexander Jordan for many years in a relationship as husband and wife. After
emancipation, Alexander refused to legally recognize their relationship and wed her
causing Annie to put forth a legal complaint against him. The Freedmen’s Bureau agent
directed Alexander to either marry Annie immediately or leave her and leave the items
that they had shared in their household. Annie explained that, “she has been living with
Alexander Jordan as his wife though not legally married to him.” She desired the legal
recognition of their relationship, which Alexander rejected. The legal recognition of their
marriage, to her, legitimized her role in their family and their marriage.45
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Annie’s ideas of legitimacy did not characterize all freedwomen’s ideas of
marriage. Mary Jane Taylor, in requesting a widow’s pension from her husband’s service
in the Civil War, held different ideas about marriage and if legal recognition equated to
legitimacy. She sought widow’s Civil War pension payments through her marriage to
Samuel Taylor. The Pension Board/Department of Veterans’ Affairs questioned the
legality of her marriage, as she had been married before and not divorced. She admitted
that she had been married before to Bill White in Norborne County, Kentucky, but that he
“was not my legal husband at all.” She further explained that they were wed under “the
Old Constitution by slave custom and …didn’t have to get any divorce at all.” She
further expounded that she and Bill had three children and they separated and reconciled
three times due to his alcoholism. She considered both men her husbands, though one
was legally wed to her and one was not. She did not place a higher value or priority over
either relationship and felt both marriages were legitimate regardless of their legal
standing, though she utilized the legality of her second marriage to gain access to her
husband’s pension.46
Freedmen and women sometimes used the fact that their marriages were not
legally recognized to leave to a marriage, therefore avoiding having to provide for their
abandoned spouse. Pink Burnsiar complained that her husband, Gabe, abandoned her for
another woman and sought to have him arrested for adultery and to provide her financial
assistance. Gabe, however, claimed that they had never legally married and left Pink to
legally marry another woman. The county court did not honor Pink’s relationship to

46

Deposition of Mary Jane Taylor to a Special Examiner, May 13, 1919, Louisville, Ky. Civil
War Pension File of Samuel Taylor, Co. A, 45th U.S. Colored Infantry, Record Group 15, Records of the
Department of Veterans Affairs, National Archives, Washington, D.C.

134

Gabe, and thus she received no financial support.47 There were different ideas of
freedpeoples’ familial legitimacy both from the court system and from freedpeople
themselves.
Freedmen and women also fought over custody of their children in the postemancipation cotton South. Henry Ludge married J.W. Leramye and they had four
children together. One year after emancipation and their legal marriage, Henry
abandoned his family. After two years, Henry returned and demanded custody of their
children and went to the Freedmen’s Bureau to plead his case. J.W. disputed Henry’s
claims and refused to release their children to him.48 It is unknown the results of Henry’s
complaint, but both Freedmen and women utilized political means to shape their lives in
ways that they chose.
Freedom meant reassembling family, maybe more than once, into a form
freedpeople deemed desirable. Allie and Alfred of Alabama separated upon
emancipation, though they had been together for many years and had an eight-year-old
son together. While Allie was out working in the field, Alfred came and took their son
without Allie’s knowledge or consent. Alfred refused to return their son to Allie’s home.
Allie sought immediate help from the Freedman’s Bureau. The agent explained that since
they had not legally wed, that Alfred had no legal grounds to take custody of his son.
There were conditions to the decision; however, “Allie the mother should keep the child
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as long as she treated him well and Alfred should have permission to visit as often as
desired.”49
On occasion, freedmen and women also struggled with other Freedpeople in
establishing their roles within their families. George Rens, a freedman in Alabama,
worked on the Siddens plantation under the supervision of Lindsey, also a freedman.
Lindsey began beating George’s son in an effort to discipline the child. George
complained to the Freedmen’s Bureau stating that his son, Jim, was whipped, “without
his consent.” The Bureau agent sided with George and demanded to have the beatings,
“stopped and to inform the parents when their children need punishing and let them do
it.” Freedpeople continually fought for space to manage their families and their children,
a space apart from both white and black control.50
White people found that though they no longer owned slaves and could no longer
control family behavior, it did not inhibit them from expressing their expectations of the
black domestic sphere. Clinton Fisk, a senior officer in the Freedmen’s Bureau released
sixteen lectures telling freedmen and women how they should live and run their
households. He frequently referred to their time in enslavement and assumed they held
little understanding on how to manage a household. Fisk’s ideas and strong suggestions
were steeped in the white middle class understandings of home and family. He advised
freedpeople to build small houses on land that they purchased, to keep their homes clean,
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and to beautify their homes stating, “a little paint, a little whitewash, a few yards of
paper, some graveled walks, and a few flowers make all the difference in the world.”51
Few freedpeople could afford to buy land upon emancipation and having a whitewashed
house was often simply an impossibility.
Freedpeople constantly navigated through the mire of white societal expectations.
In 1864, Northern Quaker abolitionists Lucy and Sarah Chase moved to a contraband
camp outside of Norfolk in an effort to aid newly freed slaves. Lucy wrote of an event in
the camp where she and the white minister staged a large wedding ceremony for
freedpeople to legally marry. Forty couples wed that day, though many, as Lucy
described, “unwillingly assented to marriage, while others indicate a full appreciation of
the necessity, propriety, and dignity of the ceremony.”52 Freedmen and women were
legally free, but relentlessly warred with the white desire for control. In this instance,
freedpeople submitted to the white marriage status quo, though not all freedmen and
women felt the need to legalize a marriage that to them was already legitimate.
White Southerners, frequently ex-slave owners, still asserted control over
freedpeoples’ families, contesting freedpeoples’ domestic space. Often freedpeople,
through a lack of financial means or job opportunities, stayed at the plantations they were
once slaves and worked as free laborers. Green Baker of Panola County, Mississippi
wrote of his slaves after the war. He remarked that, “My negroes are still with me, and I
can hire them.” His neighbor, Thomas’s, slaves, however, were killed as a result of the
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war. Thomas planned on hiring other local freedpeople to work on his farm. Many
freedmen and women stayed in the general vicinity that they were enslaved in after
emancipation. Due to the relatively small and intersected planter and enslaved population
in the cotton South, especially among neighbors, it is likely that Thomas hired
freedpeople that he knew, therefore his assumptions of absolute superiority and
ownership over their bodies and space was even more probable. This made freedpeoples’
efforts to assert control over their own lives and families yet more challenging.53
Though legally free, freedmen and women often still had to protect their families
from white violence, often at the hands of their employers. In 1866, Tom, a freedman in
Alabama, entreated the Freedmen’s Bureau for help when his employer consistently beat
Tom’s wife, Mary Jane.54 In May of 1866, William asked the Freedmen’s Bureau for
assistance when his employer Mr. Crosswell beat his daughter, Martha, with “275 lashes
and struck his wife, Judy.”55 When southerners in the Deep South hired on their exslaves, a common practice, those freedpeople frequently dealt with instances of abuse and
violence, abuse that had likely occurred while enslaved.
Many white southerners lamented the loss of their societal position and demanded
that freedmen and women resume their role of servitude under white control. In
Robertson and Sumner counties of Tennessee a broadside flyer entitled, “I am
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Committee,” was nailed to freedpeoples’ doors. It was written and distributed by a white
group of “regulators” who sought to control the behavior of freedpeople.56 It included
such ‘rules’ as, “Negro women shall be employed by white persons,” and “All children
shall be hired out for something.”57 Freedpeople continually had to assert their autonomy
to a population most often unwilling to accept or acknowledge it.
Freedmen and women continually fought for space in the domestic sphere, space
infringed on by white control. In 1867 Corinth, Mississippi, Edie Patton sought to gain
custody of her 8-year-old son from her former owner, Dora Patton. Dora refused to
release Edie’s son, explaining that he was under an apprenticeship. Edie petitioned the
Freedmen’s Bureau explaining, “she is better able to provide for the child than Mrs. Dora
Patton.” In this instance, Edie’s son was returned, but only after she proved the
worthiness and legitimacy of her home environment and herself, as a mother.58
Jerry, a freedman in Alabama, and his wife both found employment under M.G.
Mays, where they also lived. When Mays fired Jerry’s wife, stating she had not fulfilled
her employment contract, he sought to remove her from the household. Jerry fought
against this action stating, “Mr. May had a right to discharge an employee [for] violation
of contract, but he had not the right to separate husband and wife.”59 Jerry fought for the
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space that was his and his family’s and demanded that his employer acknowledge the
legitimacy of his marriage.
Freedmen and women in the cotton South often fought through legal channels to
have their children released from bondage from former owners or white Southerners who
were illegally holding their children in apprenticeships. Though some children of
freedpeople were bound into apprenticeship contracts at their parents’ request, often
because apprenticeship offered survival for their children in impoverished circumstances,
many others were held against the will of their parents. Freedpeople fought for control of
their children from a white populace remiss to let go of the past. Violet Aldridge of
Corinth, Mississippi fought for custody of her young daughter from her former owner
Carrol Aldridge, who was holding her daughter against her will. He threatened Violet’s
daughter with violence if she left his home. Through the court system Violet complained
and won the right to raise her daughter in her own home.60 Joseph Bynum tricked Edmon
Bynum’s mother into apprenticing her two young sons to him. He explained that if she
did not apprentice her sons to him that they would be taken away and apprenticed to
someone she did not know. Joseph formerly owned the family and fought to retain
control over them. Joseph further sought authority over the family when he refused to
allow Edmon’s mother to visit her sons and threatened to whip her should she return.
Edmon sought aid through the Freedmen’s Bureau and the indentures were found to be
null and void under the Civil Rights Act of 1866.61
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Freedpeoples’ families in the post-emancipation cotton South took on many forms
and practices. There were two-parent households who finally found the opportunity to
wed and to have the state acknowledge the legitimacy of the relationship which had long
been so. Others utilized their freedom to separate from spouses with whom they no
longer loved or who abused them. Freedom afforded African Americans the occasion to
find lost loved ones, children, parents, and spouses. In the many forms that family and
social circles took in the post emancipation South, freedpeople sought to protect and be
protected within those structures.62
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CHAPTER 9
Conclusion
In the early years of the formation of the cotton frontier in the United States,
slaves found themselves being forcibly relocated into new and often waiting potential
cotton fields of the Deep South. This move took an entire generation of slaves from their
established homes and families in the Upper South to stretches of land intended for the
cultivation of cotton. The specific demographic of slaves ripped from their homes was
typically young, a specific generation of slaves that could weather the back-breaking
work of establishing a new frontier of cotton, a frontier of ‘white gold’. Torn from all
they knew, these slaves were placed arbitrarily together, often with little thought of their
desires or needs. Cobbled together in a social milieu, many built families and relations
that served them well. This younger generation did not have the benefit of older family
members with which to learn and gain generational knowledge in the early years of the
establishment of cotton cultivation in the Deep South. They built new lives of their own
design that met their needs of physical, social, and emotional survival. They were a new
people finding their own way despite the horrors and intrusion of enslavement.
The establishment of new familial and social units began on the trip to the cotton
frontier. On this trip slaves began meeting and sometimes establishing relations that to
many were deeply meaningful. Slaves on the arduous journey to the states of the Deep
South did not simply accept everyone into their circles. They built relations based on
need and trust. The idea of an all-accepting and all-encompassing enslaved family is not
accurate. Slave families on the cotton frontier were made of up of individuals, individuals
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who had different lived experiences and emotions which affected family and social group
formation and sometimes the breakdown of those formations.
Upon arriving in the Deep South slave owners patched slaves together into cabins
and living quarters. Slaves found themselves with the job of piecing together social
relations often with people they did not know in order to survive the multiple traumas of
slavery. Due to the lack of generational leadership present, enslaved leaders arose who
were younger, often in their early twenties, who guided other slaves and helped craft and
design new social networks and developments specific to the cotton frontier. They
developed social circles to meet their specific needs.
Slaves in the Deep South often found opportunities to retain in some fashion lost
loved ones that had been left behind when they endured the forcible migration, a Second
Middle Passage, to the cotton frontier. Though this forced migration induced incredible
trauma on slaves, many families were able to keep some type of contact or at least
maintain an awareness of family so far away, unlike the transatlantic slave trade, the First
Middle Passage, where families found themselves broken with little hope of ever
reconciling again. It was this stretching of family that was unique to the forced migration
to the Deep South and a marked change from the First Middle Passage of the transatlantic
slave trade.
The process of hiring out slaves further influenced the experiences of slaves and
the establishment of social circles and families on the cotton frontier. Upon arriving in
the Deep South many slaves were immediately hired out, further damaging the fragile
relations that may have developed on the trip from the Upper South. Slaves were hired
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many times throughout their stay in the Deep South, occasionally for a short amount of
time to accomplish a specific task or for years at a time to fulfill the capitalistic desires of
their enslavers. In many ways hiring out resembled a sale, especially when the experience
was for a year or longer at a time. It was often harrowing and further added to the sense
of stress and instability in their lives. Hiring out could in some instances offer
opportunities both to meet new people and to learn new experiences and ideas. Meeting
new people could lend to expanding their social networks, networks that sometimes aided
in connecting with lost loves ones. New experiences and ideas in hiring out could also
offer opportunities for escape. Slaves utilized those experiences, which stood to rattle the
stability of their social networks to their benefit. Hiring offered slaves a modicum of
power in the antebellum period, yet it concurrently increased wealth and control for slave
owners, it created a tension that existed throughout the enslaved experience in the U.S.
Forced migration drove slaves together in units and networks often not of their
own choosing. This development of social circles and sometimes families, which
resulted, were not without their problems, and on occasion conflict and violence did
emerge. Slaves, as people are, were diverse in nature and experience, they came together,
they built lives, they loved, and they fought. Though slavery could bond differing people
together, the experience itself did not change the very nature of social relations,
assumptions contrary to this reality denies the nuanced nature of enslaved social circles.1
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Freedpeople of the Deep South after emancipation often quickly sought to reunite
with loved ones lost through forced migration, sale, and hiring out. Many had strong
ideas where lost family members might be through various communication networks
built during enslavement, others sought out lost loved one through ads in newspapers.
Many freedpeople were able to successfully reunite with lost loved ones, loved ones they
held close in their hearts while separated.
Upon emancipation, some black southerners grappled with redefining what they
wanted their family to resemble. Some freedpeople left spouses they had been joined with
while enslaved, still others faced the difficult decision of which spouse to live with in the
instance of multiple marriages. The making and remaking of families in ways of their
own choosing was a treasured pursuit of freedpeople of the cotton South, a pursuit which
existed in the bonds of slavery and continued in the first years of freedom. Not all
families could be reconstituted in the ways that freedpeople desired both during slavery
and after emancipation, but slaves strove to build families of their own choosing where
possible.
Slaves in the Deep South sought to define family on their own terms when they
were able. Many historical works view the enslaved family utilizing rigid white/European
social boundaries. These traditional familial assumptions preclude the fact that enslaved
families may have defined themselves in very different ways. The forced migration of
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close to one million enslaved people to the cotton frontier between 1820 and 1860 badly
rattled enslaved families. These families often were the first line of defense against
slaveholders’ oppressions.
The multitude of familial expressions for enslaved and freedpeople of the Deep
South was an important reality which still speaks to familial experiences in the U.S.
today. Enslaved and freedpeople created families which they designed themselves and
they did not always resemble what was accepted and traditional in society at the time.
Historian Brenda Stephenson writes that, “slaves adopted a variety of marriage and
family styles and…they were comfortable with that variety,” she further explains, “slaves
sometimes made a conscious choice to create certain marital arrangements and family
structures which were not monogamous and nuclear.”2 There were single parent
households, groups of people including children, parents, and the elderly which
functioned as a familial unit, divorced families, two-parent families, and single
individuals who lived and thrived. The current social landscape in the U.S. also resembles
this varied and intentional familial structure. There are and were a multitude of familial
experiences that are and were credible functioning families. Though not uniformly
utilizing rigid social boundaries and norms, these chosen families thrived and continue to
thrive today. Families are what people make them to be and are designed for emotional,
social, and physical survival. Slaves of the Deep South demonstrated the multiplicity of
what a family might resemble, that families establish and reestablish as often as needed.
Families might expand over large geographic regions or might contain themselves in
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small areas of a single home. In the cotton South, the cornerstone of enslaved and later
freed families was resilience. They fought through extraordinary trauma and
circumstances, separations and sales, to establish and often to restore families.
Family, much like race and gender, is fluid, both in its formation and its
understandings, and changes based on group and individual need, environment, and
internal and external pressures. This reality has far-reaching implications, even into
current political and social debates on what the family is in the U.S. Families can form in
a multitude of ways for a multitude of reasons. They resemble the myriad of the human
experience from which they are constituted. This generation of enslaved and later freed
people was set apart in the stretches of the cotton South and they still act as a symbol of
what families can be today.3

3
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